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			A night lost in Paris finds two hearts changed—forever.

			Sent to Paris on business, Nigel Warren doesn’t quite understand why his colleagues’ eyes twinkle as they tell him to meet them at a local night spot.

			When he discovers it’s a drag cabaret and his acquaintances aren’t there, he realizes he’s the butt of a joke. Yet he finds himself quite undone by a singer dressed in an elegant gown, crooning a spellbinding ballad.

			It’s not unusual for Jay, a former Londoner, to bring a new “friend” home from the cabaret, but he’s never had a guest quite like Nigel, whose straitlaced manner hides an unexpected passionate streak.

			One romantic night on a rooftop under starry skies, followed by an afternoon enjoying the excitement of the 1901 Paris Exposition, bonds these opposites in a way neither can forget—even after they part.

			Their spark reignites when Jay comes to London, but he’s not sure he can go back to hiding his true self, not even for the sake of love…unless Nigel is willing to shed his cloak of staid respectability and take a leap of faith.

			Warning: Contains a virgin who doesn’t speak French but is fluent in numbers, and a drag performer who is trilingual in English, French and Love. Not responsible for extra pounds brought on by the urge to dine on croissants au deux.

		

	
		
			The Bohemian and

			the Banker

			Summer Devon and Bonnie Dee

		

	
		
			Dedication

			Thanks to all our readers who’ve enjoyed our many book adventures, generally set in England. This time we’re taking you on a vacation to 1901 Paris. Enjoy!

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Left Bank, Paris, September 1901

			Nigel Pierpont Warren was lost, monumentally, spectacularly turned around in the narrow streets which seemed to have no rhyme or reason to their planning. Of course, these things could happen in certain quarters of London too, parts of the city where he would never venture for any reason. But at least in Whitechapel or Spitalfields there might be some landmark to guide him out of the jungle again. Perhaps a friendly blue-uniformed copper to direct him back to civilization and leave him with a cheery tip of his cap. Here in this crazy quilt of streets, Nigel was surrounded by a British citizen’s worst nightmare—the French.

			He searched for street signs, but many of these alleys—one could hardly call them proper streets—were unmarked. And horrible sights lurked in the shadows: half-naked women, breasts bursting from low-cut bodices, beckoning and calling out what must have been obscene suggestions, peddlers with Lord knew what rubbish in their carts, and, of course, actual rotting piles of garbage along the dark stone walls of precariously leaning buildings. Beggars in rags reached up a beseeching hand for coin and hoards of dirty children of indeterminate sex ran with packs of equally filthy mongrels. Nigel could hardly breathe for the stench and was reduced to taking little sips of air only when absolutely necessary.

			He should never have agreed to meet Messrs. Abelin and Pascal in such a neighborhood. He could be safely in his hotel room, observing the city from the safety of a balcony.

			Even the Champs-Elysées, with all that life under the glittering lights and the spreading horse-chestnut trees, had seemed decadent to him. The people who lounged and laughed at cafés drinking wine and listening to music seemed foreign. Now that broad, clean stretch of Paris felt like home compared to these sinister, crowded streets.

			Nigel cringed as he stepped square on a pile of something foul. Not dog feces, thank God, but some almost equally smelly refuse. He hurried on. The next street he turned onto seemed a bit broader and more as if it led someplace he might actually want to go. Music drifted from the well-lit cafés, drinking establishments and music halls. He might have accidentally stumbled onto his destination. Good heavens, what had inspired him to walk rather than have a cab drop him in front of the Cabaret Michou?

			The incongruous sight of a turning windmill a ways down the street caught his attention. The infamous Moulin Rouge Theatre. M. Abelin had mentioned the smaller Cabaret Michou was located not too far from that monstrosity. In broken English, M.Pascal had assured Nigel he would find the cabaret most entertaining. Wishing to establish rapport with the French company his bank had sent him to audit, Nigel had affably agreed to come along with Abelin and Pascal on an evening’s adventure. But the thought of can-can dancers holding their skirts high and exposing all sorts of unnecessary flesh didn’t appeal to him in any way. Still, Nigel knew how to pretend to enjoy the same amusements other men did.

			At last he spotted a sign on a building with an Oriental-themed façade. Chinese dragons coiled around the columns on either side of the blood-red door, and flickering gaslights shone in flame-shaped torches.

			On the doorstep of the club, Nigel paused to reach his finger under the leather upper of his shoe to scratch an itch. How he wished he could remove the shoes from his feet and rub them all over to ease the ache of his long walk. But other customers were approaching the club. He could not delay his entry any longer. Taking a breath, Nigel opened the shocking red door.

			The décor of the club reflected the pagoda theme of the exterior. A highly carved table bearing Chinese dragon figurines stood in the foyer, a huge vase of flowers gracing its surface. Depictions of the Far East hung against red wallpaper. In the main room, Nigel scanned the tables and peered as far as he could into the silk-draped booths, but he did not spot M. Abelin or M. Pascal. He’d checked his pocket watch several dingy alleys ago and knew he was late, which meant his business associates were even later since they’d promised to be there to greet him.

			Or they weren’t coming. Perhaps the Frenchies had played a funny joke at his expense, luring him to this seamy part of town. When they met again at the Chauve-Souris, the men would pretend Nigel had misunderstood and laugh behind his back at the tres amusante Englishman.

			Well, he was too knackered to retrace his footsteps now. Nigel made his way to an open table for two, since apparently the waiters here did not seat customers. He would not hold a larger table and appear a fool if his companions never arrived. Nigel sighed as he slumped in the hard-backed seat. Underneath the scarlet-draped table, he carefully toed off his lace-up shoes and rubbed one foot against the other.

			When one of the garcons finally deigned to notice him, Nigel ordered a glass of wine and earned a sneer at his pronunciation of the French vintage. He wanted to order food too, but the menu was beyond his skill to decipher, and damned if he’d point to an item and allow the waiter another smirk.

			Gaslights on the perimeter of a stage cast an eerie glow upward. A man in the spotlight made an announcement with a lot of extravagant gestures. The band, hidden offstage, played a lively, modern tune, and five dancing girls pranced onto the stage. They kicked up their heels and flounced their skirts and even wiggled their bums at the audience. Mortified, Nigel ducked his head.

			None of the other customers watching the review seemed remotely disturbed. Many cheered and clapped along with the song. Nigel peeked at the dancing girls as they trotted up to the front of the stage, and an unlikely detail shocked him—Adam’s apples on several of the women. Other visual cues informed him these were not normal women or, indeed, women at all.

			His mouth dropped open, and he stared full-on for the rest of the dance number. Were they pretty young men painted and padded and wearing women’s clothing? He’d heard rumors of such shows but could scarcely imagine a place where such forbidden fruit was paraded right out in the open. Only in Paris.

			The faux ladies pranced offstage while the audience yelled and whistled and applauded too loudly. Nigel politely patted his hands together and waited to see what could possibly happen next.

			A single spotlight cast beam from the back of the club somewhere, making a neat circle on the stage. Now a long, willowy figure wearing a trailing gold kimono moved languorously from backstage into the spotlight. Black hair brushed the man’s shoulders and white makeup painted his face. Thin arched eyebrows were drawn above a deep-set pair of eyes impossible to look away from. Luscious, full lips were painted as deep a crimson as the door of the club. Nigel’s own mouth tingled at the outrageous thought of pressing against such softness.

			This figure was a man, despite the feminine garb and painted face. Nigel wasn’t completely certain until the man began to sing. There was no doubt about his pure, vibrant tenor.

			The sweet, plaintive notes of a violin and that yearning, soulful voice filled the room. No one talked or as much as scraped a fork against a plate. For a respectful moment, all laughter stilled. Nigel could hardly breathe as he drank in the exotic figure that commanded the stage without even moving. The beautiful man looked slowly around the club, gracing first one person then another with his attention. For a phrase or an entire line of the song, he sang to that lucky listener. And although Nigel didn’t understand a word, he knew whatever this fascinating man was saying held infinite meaning. He wished he could understand. He wished the singer would look at him.

			And then those dreamy eyes focused on him, chose him, offered wisdom to him. Nigel swallowed and gazed back, willing the amazing singer to understand how the words Nigel couldn’t understand touched him.

			“Peut-être aurez vous de la peine

			Moi j’en ai eu tellement pour vous

			Je vous laisse avec votre haine

			Mais laissez-moi partir loin de vous

			Moi, je meurs d’amour

			Moi, je meurs d’amour”

			When the song ended, a moment of hushed stillness followed before the audience erupted into applause. This time Nigel joined in, clapping so hard his palms stung.

			The chanteur—or was he a chanteuse since he was dressed as a woman?—gave a sweeping bow before flowing offstage again. Such graceful movements for a man.

			A man! The absolute perversion of this club where men boldly flaunted themselves in female clothing hit Nigel. And his business contacts had sent him here knowing full well the place would shock him. Clearly a joke at the ignorant Englishman’s expense.

			Nigel should be humiliated and furious. He should leap up from his seat and leave the club, catch a cab back to his hotel room and pretend he’d never been here at all. Abelin and Pascal need never know. He’d tell them he’d completely missed the evening appointment as he’d fallen asleep in his hotel room.

			But Nigel remained pinned to his seat and listened carefully as the announcer returned to the stage and suggested another round of applause for the singer Jean Michel. Nigel wished he understood more French. He needed to learn everything he could about the ethereal young man in the gold silk kimono.

			As one act followed another, Nigel drank more glasses of wine than he was used to. He scarcely noticed. His attention was all for the stage, awaiting the remarkable singer’s return.

			Several numbers later, Jean Michel commanded the stage again. The entrancing young man wore another gown, but somehow the sight was less shocking to Nigel this time. The neckline scooped to reveal an expanse of hard, hairless chest and the elegant line of collarbones. The dress was covered with thick beaded fringe that clicked audibly as the man moved. That was how silent the club had become the moment the chanteur made his appearance.

			The pianist struck up a slow, sensual song, and this time Jean Michel adopted a sultry swagger as he roamed from one edge of the stage to the other. Again the song was in French, so Nigel couldn’t understand the words, but he understood it was a bawdy tune. Laughter rippled through the audience at the end of a line or the pause before a word, and the knowing look in the singer’s eyes transmitted the rest of the message.

			He didn’t dance as some of the other acts had done, but glided across the stage, gathering the crowd in the palm of his hand with his sinuous movement. Bending low, he addressed a line to a woman sitting at a table with her escort. At a place like this, it was impossible she was that man’s wife. The singer tipped her a wink at the end of the verse, and she laughed at the naughtiness.

			Jean Michel slunk down the steps of the stage to walk among the tables. The spotlight and every eye followed him as he prowled through the club, singing to this group or that one.

			Come near me. Sing to me. The insanity that had kept Nigel glued to his seat throughout the evening swept over him again. His rational self would have walked out the moment he realized he’d been sent here as a practical joke, but the lunatic who’d taken up residence in his brain insisted that he wouldn’t leave until he’d had some sort of contact with Jean Michel.

			As if in a fairy tale, his wish was granted.

			Jean Michel had reached a slower, sadder part of the song. Perhaps he sang of loss or maybe he’d reach the moral of the tale. He approached Nigel, and Nigel sat straighter in his chair, mentally begging the chanteur to notice him. The swish of that sumptuous jet-beaded gown that sparkled in the light drew closer and then…and then… The handsome singer stood right beside him and looked down into his face.

			The reserved part of Nigel wanted to shrivel up and disappear since all eyes in the club were turned toward him, but tonight’s mad version was too overcome by the singer’s gaze to care. From this close, Nigel could see every detail of the young man’s face, from the powder that smoothed away any imperfections to the black liner enhancing his smoky gray eyes to the rouge highlighting his cheeks and tinting his mouth. Those lips were not a bright red this time, but a luscious peach Nigel wanted to take a bite of. He swallowed and mentally shook off such wicked thoughts. But he could not so easily dismiss the hushed air of intimacy surrounding him and Jean Michel as the man sang directly to him.

			Nigel recognized enough French to understand that the bawdy song had taken that turn into a theme of loss and regret. But the damnable language was too hard to understand when it flowed so fast and when he couldn’t focus beyond those sad, liquid eyes peering into his. How could one man’s gaze hold so much sensuality and so much sorrow at the same time? Was Jean Michel merely a gifted performer conveying the message of his song, or did he truly suffer such misery? This feeling that they were the only two people in the room and some deep message passed between them—was that all part of the act?

			Nigel drew a shaky breath and clasped his hands tight together on top of the table to keep from reaching out to touch that beaded fringe. Even if the intimacy was an illusion, he didn’t care. For a few precious moments, he was connected with the stunning man singing to him, and that was all he cared about. His life in England was but a dream, and these vibrant few seconds eclipsed everything that had come before.

			Jean Michel fell silent as the piano played a solo bar of the melody. During the interlude, he held eye contact with Nigel, who nodded slightly as if in answer to an unasked question. Do you see me? See who I really am underneath the surface?

			He wanted to know this man, and not simply because he was so exotic, so full of life, but because he had the inexplicable feeling he’d been here before. Déjà vu the French called it. The small hint of a smile turning up Jean Michel’s lips was a smile Nigel already knew. And if he were given the opportunity to speak with the man away from this theatrical presentation, it would be like talking to an old friend. Nigel considered himself practical and down-to-earth, yet tonight he found himself believing in strange destiny.

			Abruptly, the moment ended along with the song. Jean Michel drew out the final sweet note, winked at Nigel and blew him a kiss before returning to the stage to take a bow. The audience applauded and cheered as the singer curtsied—one couldn’t bow in a pretty gown—and then he disappeared backstage.

			Nigel sat with his hands still welded together on the table. He was a statue that was crumbling inside. Everything he thought he knew about himself had suddenly exploded, and all the things he’d locked away, never to be thought of, had erupted from the wreckage. He was attracted to a man, undeniably, hopelessly engorged with feelings for a man he’d not yet spoken to. Would never speak to, for how on earth might he encounter Jean Michel when their worlds were as far apart as the earth to the stars?

			At last Nigel broke from his reverie to glance around the club. The dark atmosphere smelling of perfumes and pomade, sweat and cigars was conducive to illicit liaisons. At the tables, not only men and women leaned close in intimate conversation, but several men shared seductive glances and held hands. And a few pairs of women as well! Good Lord, what sort of place had his prankster business associates sent him to? No place such as this existed in London. He was sure of it.

			The stage show appeared to be over, or perhaps the performers were on a break. Conversation and laughter grew louder, and the hushed atmosphere popped like a bubble. Along with that bubble went any fantasy that Nigel might have some connection with the singer. The man had probably forgotten him the moment the song was over. It was time for Nigel to make his way across town, back to the safety of his hotel room. He rose, and the grating of the chair across the floor seemed to put a period of finality on the end of this impossible interlude.

			Anger flared inside him. He’d been made a fool of by Pascal and Abelin, and to add insult to injury, he’d made a fool of himself by falling under the spell of some perverted singer who wove a seductive web of lies. Nigel stalked through the club and out that sinful red door, indignation a warm cloak against the cold night. But as he started to stalk down the street, he noticed a group of people hurrying from the club entrance around the corner into the alley. He paused to watch, and then his cautious footsteps carried him along behind the group of laughing, chattering people.

			A door opened, and light fell from the building onto the waiting crowd. People applauded and shouted bravo as several young men exited the building. No more wigs or frocks. The handsome, trim-figured dancers and singers were dressed like anyone else. Yet, as they accepted adulation and flowers and other gifts or notes pressed into their palms, they wore some invisible magic mantle that set them apart. Perhaps it was the confident way they carried themselves or the gracious smiles they bestowed on their admirers, but they appeared to be peacocks strutting amongst a crowd of sparrows.

			Indignation fled, leaving Nigel cold and shivering and humiliatingly hopeful. Would he recognize Jean Michel without his makeup and gown? And would the clearly popular chanteur have a glance to spare if he should pass Nigel?

			He held his breath and waited. A few performers left with wealthy older gentlemen, but the crowd grew larger as more people joined the queue waiting to see the star attraction. Nigel rose impatiently on his toes to see over the shoulder of the fellow in front of him. The large man chattered loudly in annoying French at his companion and kept shifting so Nigel had to crane to see around him.

			The stage door opened again, and suddenly Jean Michel was there. Time froze. Nigel froze too. His gaze riveted on the dark-haired man in the blue suit who strode into the cheering throng. The jostling group trying to get close enough to shake hands or offer presents to their minor celebrity pressed Nigel against a wall. He could scarcely see a glimpse of Jean Michel’s brown hair as the man came closer. In a second, he’d be gone, disappeared up the alley to wherever a creature such as he might dwell.

			A feeling of loss such as he’d not experienced since his mother’s death swept over Nigel in a drowning wave. He couldn’t bear to let the singer go without at least expressing his appreciation of the performance. He pushed off the wall and shouldered his way through the crowd, forcing himself to the front of the group. “Excuse me. Beg pardon.”

			His last push propelled him past the loud, large Frenchman and straight into the path of Jean Michel. Nigel tripped and nearly fell to the pavement. He staggered upright—to gaze into intense eyes under eloquently arched brows currently twisted in a frown.

			Jean Michel reached out to grasp Nigel’s arm. “Steady on, mate.”

			Nigel blinked. Where was the French accent? With those three short words, spoken in that flat Cockney tone, the man would have fit in at Covent Garden.

			“S-so sorry,” Nigel stammered. “I…I wanted to thank you for your, ah, fine singing. It was quite lovely. And I, um, wanted to let you know how much I appreciated it.”

			The frown disappeared. “Out-of-towner, eh? Good to hear the sounds of jolly old, though I can’t say I miss the old girl.”

			“Pardon me?”

			“England. Hail Britannia. I’m saying I don’t miss her.” He clapped Nigel on the shoulder. “But I wouldn’t mind having a drink with a countryman. Why don’t you come along with me, and we’ll jaw about what the prime minister and his lot have been up to.”

			“Oh. I…” Nigel couldn’t escape the heavy hand on his shoulder. He fell into step with the unexpected expatriate singer and flowed forward into another insane adventure on this outrageous night.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Jay wasn’t sure why he was dragging the very English businessman with the immaculate homburg and grey gloves home with him. He’d long ago grown bored with shocking the bourgeoisie. And despite the fact that this fellow Brit seemed to be a stage-door admirer seeking a companion, he was stuffy from the top of his carefully combed hair to his…well, his untied shoes. “Best lace those up.” Jay pointed at the shoes. “You’re liable to fall on your arse otherwise.”

			“Yes, of course.” The gent leaned against a lamppost, balanced his foot on the opposite knee and got to work. In the glow of the lamp, Jay could see his hands trembled so much he had trouble with the laces. He glanced up at Jay every few seconds as if to make sure he wasn’t running away, or maybe he suspected Jay was on the verge of bashing him over the head and stealing his wallet.

			What on earth was such a nervous creature doing hanging about this unwholesome part of town? Funny to risk such fear or excitement merely for a stroll through the streets. What must it feel like to be such a person? Jay tried to imagine walking through his day in those polished but oh-so-sensible leather brogues.

			Stuffy Sam gave another glance up at him. Their gazes held and…hallo, look at that. Jay smiled at the sheer hunger on the other’s face. Really, what a nice compliment, especially since the gent obviously would rather gouge out his own eyes than admit he admired Jay.

			So much desperation and needy hunger…ho hum. Jay felt almost old. Except such need was poignant and rather amazing. Would he feel that way if the gent in question was old and had hair in his ears and a big belly? Likely not.

			This specimen had large brown eyes and hair as black as coal soot. Perhaps his well-tailored suit covered flaws, but in the dim light spilling from cafés and the street lights, he looked as well proportioned as any of the lads Merde brought back to the flat to pose for his paintings.

			“Thank you,” the gentleman said in a husky voice. He straightened and tugged his jacket into place.

			“Just a drink and talk.” Jay felt he must warn him. “The place I’m staying is rather crowded at the moment.”

			“Oh yes, yes. Of course.” So much stammering, and too bad the street was dark, because Jay was sure he’d see the man turn bright red. After a silent step or two, the man asked, “What else would one expect?”

			Jay snickered. “Do you really want to know? Are you such a babe in arms? Mm. Perhaps you are, despite the public school education.”

			“How do you know where I attended school?” asked the tastefully tailored Englishman in his cut-glass accent.

			That struck Jay as even funnier, and he began to laugh in earnest as they walked along. When Mr. Naïve, staring at him with a puzzled frown, nearly ran into a café awning, Jay had to stop and lean against a wrought-iron table until he got his breath back.

			Jay wiped a hand across his mouth and asked, “What’s your name?”

			“I’m Mr. Warren. Nigel.”

			“Of course you are. Nigel Warren, it’s plain, English and fits you to a tittle, though I’d have thought a sir or lord or what have you might be even better. Sir Nigel.” He turned down the dark alley that led to the gate of his building. His innocent companion hesitated, and Jay could hardly blame him. No light penetrated that cobblestone-and-dirt path.

			“Shall I take your hand and lead you, Sir Nigel?” he offered.

			Nigel fairly vibrated at that suggestion. “Yes.” He held out his hand.

			Jay had been joking with him, but why not? He reached for the hand, and Nigel’s hard grip surprised him. He gave a little tug, and they made their way into the dark.

			That hand was large and strong. Perhaps Jay should be the one worrying about coming to harm in a dark alley, though Nigel would be sadly disappointed to rifle his pockets and discover nothing more exciting than a few sous, Le Figaro.

			He could hear Nigel’s breath coming fast and harsh, which must have been in response to their casual touch. And Nigel wore gloves. Jay smiled in the dark. Really, his new companion was rather charming.

			“Nearly there,” he said. “See that light floating high over our heads? Yes, that’s our destination. And I believe Polisson is home. The strange sound on the breeze could be his braying. He laughs like a donkey.”

			He squeezed Nigel’s hand and then released it so he could open his gate. “Our concierge died last month, poor old duck, so we come and go without anyone to gossip about us. I suspect that disappoints Merde and Lagniappe.”

			He waited for Nigel to come through the iron gate, then latched it firmly behind him.

			Nigel paused to look up at the single light shining through the window. “You live with someone named Merde? Does that translate to what I think it does?”

			Jay grinned. Calling his friend “shit” might seem crude, but if Nigel knew Merde, he would understand. “I invented both names, though I’ve trained my friends to answer. Save your breath for the stairs. We are four stories up.”

			“At the very top.”

			“Yes, it’s a wonderful place in the rain, all the noise on the skylights—wonderful, that is, if you have the buckets positioned in the right spots. The view is fine. I like the rooftops.”

			He was impressed by how well Nigel took the stairs, trotting at his side, even poised to pass him. “You’re keeping up. Were you a boxer at Oxford? A punter at Cambridge?”

			Nigel stumbled at a turn in the stairs. “I rowed at Cambridge. How did you know?”

			“I study my fellow countrymen. It’s a more interesting subject, now that I’m no longer on England’s green and pleasant land.”

			“That sounds familiar. Is it a quote?”

			“A poem by William Blake. Someone I knew…” He hesitated. Yes, his first lover, Lord Grenton, counted as a friend. “A friend introduced me to poetry. Not my usual lookout when I was very young. Did you like poetry when you were a boy?” Time for Nigel to contribute more to the conversation.

			“I was better at numbers,” Nigel said. “I still am. I work for a bank.”

			Jay placed two fingers along his own temples and indulged in his old pastime of fortune-telling. He droned, “You’re good at your work. You don’t enjoy it as much as you should.”

			“No. I like what I do.”

			“Ah. Then it must be where you live that is the issue.”

			“No, I say.” He sounded almost indignant. “I have a pleasant house in London.” He paused on the third-floor landing, not out of breath, however.

			Jay stopped, twisted and looked down at him, the conventional, tidy figure with a homburg and gloves. “Then the restlessness must come from your soul.”

			“I am fine.”

			“You were waiting for a painted boy outside a less than reputable French theatre in an unsavory neighborhood. Do you think your life and your curious preferences fit well together?” He tried to sound kind, not accusatory, but Nigel glowered.

			“I beg your pardon. I should go.” Nigel looked down the stairs as if he planned to flee. “This is all wrong. You aren’t so far off about… Only a few hours ago… Yes, this is an aberration. If you could inform me where one might find a cab?”

			Suddenly, Jay didn’t want to lose his funny new friend. “I’m wrong. You’re having a drink and a bit of harmless adventure in a foreign city. It shouldn’t matter a jot in your real life, hmm? Don’t allow yourself to be talked out of a simple visit by my blathering. That’s an order from me to you. Besides, we’re nearly there—just a few more stairs—and I smell pasta puttanesca. A delicious dish made by whores, or in this case, a designer of stage sets, darling Roger.”

			He shouted in French. “Get dressed if you’re naked. I’m bringing home a sweet visitor who is easily shocked.”

			“A girl at last?” That was Roger’s shrill voice shouting back.

			“No. A male, all grown up.”

			He switched to English. “And here we are,” he said as he jammed an elbow against the door, jiggled the handle and gave a jabbing kick with his heel. There was never any need to lock the apartment. Few people came up so very many stairs and even fewer could figure out how to open the door in its cockeyed frame.

			Roger stood in the doorway to the main room and gave their visitor a look up and down. “’Ow do you do?” she asked. She wore a kimono and trousers. A scarlet fez sat on her straight dark hair, which had been undone and reached to her rear end.

			“Ah. I’m fine?” Nigel stuttered for a moment, then gave an unexpectedly charming smile. Not everyone smiled kindly when they met Roger. Jay would have expected her androgyny would make the straitlaced banker uncomfortable, but Nigel was disarmingly gracious.

			“You may call me Roger. You are who?”

			“Mr. Warren.”

			“Come eat.” She turned to Jay and spoke in French. “We haven’t enough forks, so you and your new playmate will have to use your fingers or perhaps the cheese knife.”

			Jay began to wish he hadn’t dragged home a stranger. He’d thought it would be a quiet night, but now he heard the raucous laughter from the other room. “Run out of forks? How many people are here?”

			Roger pursed her lips. “Eight? And I believe we found five forks.”

			“That’s not so bad.” He reverted to English. “Come on, straighten up, Nigel, and we’ll go meet ’em all,” he ordered. This ordering a stranger about made him more cheerful—or perhaps he enjoyed the way Nigel instantly obeyed. The man actually pushed his shoulders back. It would grow tiresome to have a groveling, adoring creature like this in one’s life every day, but an interesting pleasure for an evening.

			“I wonder if I should order you to lick my shoes?” he said to torture the man—or send him into ecstasy.

			Nigel’s face clouded. “I would clean them for you, if you wished. But…er. Licking? Shoes?”

			That amused Jay. Obedience, but only up to a point. “Sensible Nigel.” He narrated the exchange to Roger, whose English was good but not perfect.

			Roger rolled her eyes and moved out of the way so they might enter the great room.

			Nearly every pillow in the apartment had been dragged to the center of the room, and bodies lay sprawled on backs, fronts, sides. Some held a plate or cup or bowl of pasta. Most wore clothes—but not all.

			Merde was off to the side with his sketchpad shouting orders—“Turn your head, Pillbox. Renee! Don’t put that knee up!”—that were mostly ignored.

			Merde scribbled hard, his tongue between his teeth when he wasn’t trying to direct the bodies.

			“Let’s see.” Jay tried to remember names, but he wasn’t especially good at that. He did remember details. Since most of them didn’t speak English and none were paying the newcomers any mind, he could say what he liked about them.

			“The one with the big beard, crooked nose and naked shoulders is Lagniappe. He’s a philosopher, he says, but at the moment he’s making his money writing pornography for a wealthy gent who pays by the word. He’s also written several screeds in which he sounds quite bloodthirsty about people like you.”

			“What?”

			“The wealthy bankers.”

			He ignored Nigel’s faint “Oh. I say,” and went on.

			“The one next to him with her head on the plate, sleeping, is Veronique. She’s an artist and makes her money being a model for other artists. Ha! I shall have to tell her that I finally got the introduction correct. I used to call her an artists’ model who paints, but that’s not how she sees herself. God knows she’s got more talent than Merde.”

			He smiled at the heavy-breathing Veronique, probably his favorite of these visitors. There was also the red-haired actress who loved drama and tried to seduce him—and whose name he’d forgotten.

			There were the interchangeable twins—he called them both Bertolette, their last name. One had a mole on the cheek and the other didn’t, but he couldn’t keep straight which was Anton and which Bruno. They worked for a newspaper and wrote sentimental ballads together.

			There was the Ox, a man who boxed professionally and who hated to wear clothes and was nearly naked now. All those well-defined muscles probably made Merde swoon with joy, but Merde was rather afraid of the Ox, so he wouldn’t shout orders to him.

			There was Polisson, who actually lived here and who juggled, a couple who lay whispering in each other’s arms—Jay couldn’t recall either name—and M. Roux, the small, too-polite man who sold drugs. One could buy coca or opium derivatives at any pharmacy, but Roux seemed to carry a collection that was more potent.

			Roux noticed the attention and lifted a silent toast with a mug that probably contained Vin Mariani coca wine, his preferred drink.

			“You look shocked, Nigel. What do you think?”

			Nigel pressed his lips tight, then burst out, “It reminds me of an opium den.”

			“I’m surprised you visit such places.”

			Nigel, whose eyes were transfixed by the scene and who’d grown rather pale, said, “I? Never! I read an article.” He dragged his attention away and looked at Jay, his brow creased with concern. “I hope I haven’t offended you?”

			“Me?” Jay laughed again. Really, this man amused him more than he would have guessed. “I’m near impossible to offend.”

			He looked up the scene of his flatmates, friends and acquaintances, a sprawl of limbs and torsos—so commonplace to him now. No doubt to Nigel it appeared exotic, erotic—a sight to make a man’s heart race and his cock grow eager.

			Jay’s main goal at the moment was to get past the bodies to the food without anyone grabbing at his ankles to tumble him.

			“But if that is what it took. If that’s what I needed.” Nigel shook his head without looking away from the cushions and bodies. “I am not myself tonight.”

			“Of course you are, Nige. How else would you be? Come along then, tell me what you need. How about a nice plate of food?” He grabbed Nigel’s hand—ignoring the gasp—and edged past the people on the floor. He kicked a plate across the floor, where it thumped against a table without breaking. He dipped and picked it up as he dragged Nigel into the other room.

			“Hmm. They’ve left a scant bit of food. We’ll share it, shall we?”

			He grabbed the nearly empty pot of pasta puttanesca Roger or Polisson had probably cooked down at the empty la loge, the concierge’s apartment. With a “Voila! Such superior service, eh?” he dropped down on the floor and beckoned Nigel to join him. “We’ll share the wooden spoon too.”

			Nigel’s mouth opened a little, and he breathed. “Both of us eating from the pot with the same spoon?”

			Jay took Nigel’s hand and dragged him down beside him. “That’s what I said, isn’t it?” He shoveled a mouthful of the lukewarm pasta, tomato sauce, olives and capers into his mouth and pushed the spoon in Nigel’s direction. “So what do you need?” he asked through a mouthful of food. He swallowed and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “A minute ago, you said you needed something.”

			Nigel took a tiny bite, then put the spoon down.

			“Go on, eat,” Jay said.

			“I would, indeed, but I’m too…” Nigel shook his head.

			“What?”

			 Nigel gave a gusty laugh and shook his head again. “Nervous? Excited? I don’t know myself. I had no notion…” He gazed at Jay. “I once heard these words…a poem, I mean. And it never made much sense to me. ‘More happy love! More happy, happy love! Forever warm and still to be enjoy’d, Forever panting, and forever young.’” He paused. “And then it ends with this bit about how truth is beauty and beauty truth. And I thought of it just now and felt the most terrible desire.”

			“All the appealing bodies sprawled about, I suspect.” Jay took another bite and was struck by the fact that so many of his friends had exquisite forms. He appreciated a nice body, especially all those firm muscles and gorgeous arses, but still, did they never drag anyone home who was homely? Not this Nigel—although Jay smiled to see that his visitor had blushed too red to be pretty.

			“The desire I experienced was different.” A blush still suffused Nigel’s face. He must have been overheated from that rush of blood. “I mean to say, because I shan’t lie to you, I felt that baser interest too.” His gaze dropped to his hands, still in their dove-gray gloves. “But mostly I longed to know what it would be like to be an artist. Like you.”

			Jay laughed so hard he nearly choked on the food in his mouth. Really, Nigel provided excellent entertainment.

			“You shouldn’t laugh. Art transforms a person, a-a witness. And I was transformed.” Nigel leaned forward. He spoke solemnly as if he were a pilgrim who’d found religion. “All of this. The glorious intimacy, the informality—everything, even the leaking skylight. It is, beyond anything I know, wonderful.”

			Definitely the ardor of a true believer.

			For a moment, Jay considered straightening him out. The glorious informality was called poverty. And what kind of intimacy was it when he didn’t know the names of some of the people in his apartment? But then he supposed he envied Nigel’s enthusiasm. No need to push to end something pleasant for the bloke simply because Jay didn’t share it.

			“I suppose you dance with joy at sunrises,” he said and then wished he hadn’t been sarcastic, but Nigel didn’t take offense.

			“No. Never. Never in my life. Do you?”

			“I dance through the night, on occasion,” Jay said slowly. “And sing.” Too easy to remember his aching feet and head, his nausea from too much drink—and scoldings for arriving late at work. But he smiled, because he’d loved some of the music his friends and he made in closed cafés and empty theatres.

			“Yes.” Nigel beamed as if he’d been given a gift. “That is what I mean. That is joie de vivre.” His pronunciation of the French could have been worse. “And doesn’t one require an open mind and heart to make art?”

			“I suppose.” Jay shrugged. He let the others talk about creativity, and they did, indeed—talk and talk. In fact he expected there was a great more discussion than actual creation. He would rather debate what they planned for the next meal.

			Yet Nigel’s pleasure was slightly contagious. Instead of squalor, Nigel apparently saw glamor. Jay felt a small wave of gratitude for such enthusiasm. How could he reward such excitement? He had fed the man—or tried to. Now he might offer a drink. And he wanted to dance at dawn? Very well. Why not?

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			How could he feel hunger for anything besides the amazing creature sitting beside him—not at a table like a civilized man, but lounging on the floor, leaning against large pillows like some foreign pasha? Surely Nigel was caught up in a dream, a make-believe fantasy come true. But the spoon full of noodles this handsome vision was shoving at him was quite real.

			“You really must eat some. It’s Polisson’s best dish. Well, the only one, really, but it’s delicious and filling.”

			Nigel opened his mouth to protest he had no appetite, and the spoon with the wad of noodles and sauce went inside. Flavors such as he’d never tasted in England exploded on his tongue. Exotic. Spicy. As different from his daily fare as the people in Jean Michel’s flat were from Nigel’s coworkers at the bank in London. He chewed and swallowed and opened his mouth to be fed more.

			The singer chuckled and twirled more of the noodles around the spoon, scooped up a few capers, a chunk of tomato and olives, and thrust it toward Nigel. Such decadence, being fed like this, and now Jean Michel was pouring a glass of wine and offering that too.

			“Vin Mariani,” he said. “A potent vintage made with coca. It won’t make you sleepy like other wines, but will sharpen your clarity and keep you awake all night long.” A sly smile and his half-shuttered eyes hinted at the sorts of things two men could get up to at night rather than sleep.

			A flutter of excitement beat in Nigel’s throat like a trapped bird, and he nearly choked on the food. He quickly washed down the bite with a great gulp of the special wine.

			“That’s quite good.” Nigel coughed. “Although I’m no expert on wines.”

			“More of a gin man, are you?” Jean Michel teased. “Or, no, you must drink port and claret and the like.”

			“Sometimes.” Irritating that this man believed he could see Nigel’s entire life like a photograph, or perhaps a still life, so predictable and average did he seem. Except Nigel was here, wasn’t he? He’d followed a whim and taken a strange turn down a dark alley in a foreign city this night, seen sights he’d never have imagined and indulged in vices such as this wine, which was beginning to warm his body. Before the evening was over, he believed he’d indulge in a much darker vice, and the thought terrified and deeply aroused him.

			“Jean Michel. If you’re an Englishman, how did you end up with such a name?” Nigel asked, then wanted to bite back the question. A gentleman never asked prying questions. He’d learned that almost before he learned to speak.

			The man laughed, white teeth and dimples flashing. The sound set off a growling, prowling feeling in Nigel.

			“Named John Michael back in England, but everyone calls me Jay. My stage name is more acceptable to the French and suits my character.” He framed his face with his hands and pouted his lips, reminding Nigel how they’d looked with rouge reddening them.

			The fake Frenchman tossed the spoon in the empty pot and took a sip of wine. “Did you enjoy the show tonight?”

			“Oh yes. Very much. I never knew such places existed. In London burlesque shows, the men sometimes dress in women’s clothing for comic effect, but that doesn’t compare to the performances I saw tonight.” Nigel stopped short, afraid he might cause offense by mentioning such low-brow comedy in comparison to the artistry he’d seen at the cabaret.

			“Men can be beautiful too,” Jean Michel…Jay said softly. “Men can enjoy wearing pretty things and putting on a face, becoming…a different person. Nothing like the feeling of silks or velvets against one’s flesh and the swish of heavily beaded fabric around one’s legs.” He smiled, and the quiet, reflective tone disappeared from his voice. “And I enjoy taking them off again too, because those gowns are restricting. What women must go through for fashion’s sake!”

			Suddenly, he rose, catching up the wine bottle and glass in one hand and reaching toward Nigel with the other. “Come. I know where we can go for a good view and a little privacy.”

			Privacy. Nigel swallowed hard. He knew what that word intimated. Jay wasn’t merely talking about a quiet place to talk and drink. More than that would happen, the sorts of secret vices Nigel feared and desired with every fiber of his being.

			For a moment, he stared at that long-fingered, outstretched hand with the invisible proverbial apple resting on it. Fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. God would want him to turn away.

			Nigel reached out, clasped the other man’s warm hand and let him draw him to his feet.

			Jay led him back through the flat, past the sprawling bodies, the debating writers and poets, the artist more intent on getting closer to his nude model than on his drawing pad. Voices joined in harmonious song and arguing discord, laughter and anger. A strange, creative crew that Nigel wouldn’t have minded observing from a quiet corner of the room. But even better to be leaving that crowded place to climb yet another flight of stairs.

			“Not much farther.” Jay still held Nigel’s hand, drawing him higher and higher.

			An angel taking me up to heaven. Good Lord, perhaps I’ve had too much of that wine. It was more potent than he’d thought, and he was already on his second glass.

			They reached a landing underneath a low ceiling, and Jay released him at last. He handed the glass and bottle to Nigel and used both hands to wrench open the small door that led onto the rooftop.

			Nigel followed him outside and inhaled a deep draught of the cool night air. It smelled of coal, a taint of manure from the many horse-drawn vehicles that filled the streets, garbage from the alleys, and something else… Cooking scents from a thousand kitchens, Nigel deduced. Down on the street, the stench of a city would be overwhelming, but up here, diluted by fresher air, it made for a piquant earthy whiff—or so Nigel felt tonight when he could find no fault in any part of this excursion. Even a cockroach he’d spotted scuttling across the floor of the flat downstairs had seemed charming.

			“Ah, we’re lucky to have nearly a full moon tonight.” Jay pointed at the sky. “It gets fairly dark up here without it, although that does make for a splendid view of all the lights of the city.”

			He led the way across a flat, moon-washed rooftop toward the edge of the building. Well, nearly flat. Nigel stumbled on an uneven spot where one part met another—no doubt rain pooled in that crack and leaked through onto the unlucky residents beneath. He righted himself without losing his wineglass and caught up with Jay, who stood dramatically silhouetted against the indigo sky, a king surveying his land.

			“See?”

			Nigel saw. Since this building was on a bit of a rise, there was a fairly good view of the gas streetlights mapping the grid of Parisian thoroughfares. He could see across the rooftops of lower buildings, and the lit windows of taller buildings glittered all around. In the distance, lights marked the bridges that arched over the Seine.

			“No wonder they call it the City of Lights,” Nigel said. “The effect is quite stunning.”

			Jay nodded slightly. “I love it here. This truly has become my home in a way England never could be. I’ve found my place here.”

			“Among the artists and writers.” What must it be like to be so creative, to think in different ways from the average man? Nigel couldn’t so much as draw an apple, sing a note or write a couplet. He certainly couldn’t dance. He had not a creative bone in his body. But for tonight, he could imagine he belonged.

			“Sit down.” Jay pointed him toward a pallet someone had left up here on the roof for stargazers.

			Or maybe for other things, Nigel realized. Perhaps this was a private place for others in the building who wanted to be alone together. What sorts of activities might have taken place on that striped ticking? The thought both appalled and excited him as he plunked down beside Jay on the moldy-smelling cushion.

			Jay gestured to him to hold out his wineglass and tipped the bottle. A mere trickle poured out. “Hmm, empty already. Roux and Polisson have been at it, and it was my bottle, damn them.” He set the bottle down with a thunk. “Sharing space can drive a man insane. And Roux isn’t even my flatmate.”

			“How many of those people do you live with?” Nigel asked, and it suddenly occurred to him that one or more of them might be a lover of Jean Michel’s. He found the idea distasteful.

			“Well, Roger,,” Jay clarified, “has one of the rooms. Except when she’s off visiting one of her friends, which is rather often. When she’s gone, anyone might end up using her bed. Merde, the artist, is the one who knows the owner of the building. Lagniappe and that little monkey Polisson share a room. Whether they sleep in the same bed or not depends on whether they’re in a spat or making up. And then, of course, there’s me.”

			“So you do have a room?”

			“I have a sofa in the main room—I’ll have to drag it back out when that little entertainment is over—and a bureau for my clothing. Which means I’ve learned to sleep in the midst of chaos. It seems many of our guests never quite go home.”

			Nigel sipped the dregs of the wine, his head buzzing from the potent brew. “The lack of privacy sounds dreadful. How do you manage?”

			“I’ve learned to sleep through anything and not to fuss too much over a little mess—or having my food eaten or my wine drunk up.” Jay chuckled. “Communal living seems ideal—liberté, egalité, fraternité—but the actuality isn’t always so pleasant.”

			Nigel could imagine. Some of the exotic sheen was rubbed off the scene he’d witnessed in the flat. Such folk might be alive with idealism and creativity, but living that way would be exhausting. He’d been away from London for two days, and he already missed his quiet, well-ordered home on Stark Lane, the scent of lavender and beeswax, the dark walls and polished floors, the quiet tick of the mantel clock, his supper laid out for him by Mrs. Cubbins. Since the death of his mother, Nigel’s childhood home had become his own domain.

			“What brings you to Paris, Mr. Warren?” Jay asked. “Business, I take it?”

			“Yes. The bank I work for is arranging a loan for a British firm. I’m making sure the French company they want to invest in is solvent and isn’t playing with the numbers.”

			“Sounds as if you hold an important position if they placed such a critical decision in your hands.”

			Nigel shook his head. “Oh no. I’m not at all the final voice on this. My job is to check the company books and make certain everything is up to snuff.”

			“Ah, those numbers you so enjoy. You’re an accountant.”

			Jay reached out a hand, and Nigel’s stomach flipped. It’s going to start now. He’s going to rest his hand on my leg.

			But Jay simply hiked up his own trousers to scratch his calf. A length of pale skin riveted Nigel’s attention. No socks with those slip-on shoes. The flash of bare flesh caused a ridiculous surge of lust, as if he’d spied a more intimate body part. Nigel was transfixed by the hair on that calf.

			“Is this your first time in Paris?” Jay asked.

			“Yes,” Nigel admitted.

			“What do you think?”

			Nigel hesitated. How to express his distaste for all things French without insulting his host? “It is rather different here, isn’t it? Even in the business district. It’s not what one is accustomed to.”

			“A polite way of saying you’d rather be at home with your feet in front of your fire, a pot of tea by your side and a London Times in your hands.” Jay laughed, a full-bodied sound that shivered Nigel’s bones.

			Again, this man’s suggestion that he knew Nigel’s type all too well annoyed him. Compelled to disabuse him of his estimation, Nigel lowered his voice to a husky whisper. “Not tonight. Tonight I wish to be no other place but here. With you.”

			His heart pounded, and he knew his complexion was beet red due to this daring insinuation. But his bravery was rewarded by a widening of Jay’s eyes and a crack in his voice when he replied.

			“You’re an unexpected visitor, but a welcome one, Nigel. And you must call me Jay.”

			And now that lovely hand that had gestured so elegantly as Jean Michel sang fluttered through the air, pale in the darkness, and came to rest on Nigel’s thigh. The weight and warmth of it, even through woolen trousers, baked his flesh and sent delicious tendrils of heat crawling up toward his groin. His already stiffening cock grew rock-hard at the touch.

			Jay leaned closer and murmured, “Well, Nigel, we’ve eaten and drunk and talked and admired the view. What shall we do next?”

			Did he expect an actual answer? No. Clearly not. Jay’s gaze settled on Nigel’s mouth, making his lips burn from a distance, and then he leaned in so his countenance filled Nigel’s sight completely.

			Nigel clumsily put down the glass next to the pallet. He closed his eyes and parted his lips slightly. This is the moment. This is truly happening. Warm, soft flesh settled against his mouth, pressed lightly and then moved, damp and searching. A kiss.

			Nigel couldn’t remember ever being kissed on his mouth, although he supposed he must have been by his mother at some point in his childhood. But it had been years since anyone had so much as brushed their lips against his cheek or forehead. Proper British handshakes, yes. But those French businessmen with their ludicrous presses against each cheek were as close as he’d come to any kisses.

			This…was a marvel. Jay plucked lightly at his mouth with little nibbling kisses. Then, before Nigel could catch his breath, Jay’s tongue swept across his lips—and between them, gently invading his mouth. Nigel whimpered in shock and excitement.

			The caged beast inside him, which had been rumbling, shuffling in its cage all evening, burst through the bars and galloped through him. He blindly reached out to grasp anything he could: the fabric of Jay’s shirtsleeves, his shoulders, a warm neck above a collarless shirt, and, oh God, soft, soft hair that curled like silken floss around his fingers. He submitted to Jay’s kisses, not knowing what to do with his own useless tongue, until Jay tagged it, urging it to come play.

			Like this? Uncertainly Nigel moved his tongue against the other man’s, followed his lead in coiling around it. Every stroke felt more comfortable, more natural, more like the thing he’d been waiting for his entire life. Now he gripped Jay’s back through the thin cotton of his shirt, feeling solid muscle and holding on for dear life as passionate kisses swept him away.

			I will never be the same after this. My life has changed forever tonight. The realization burst over him like the sun dawning. For the space of less than a second, Nigel felt a pang of loss and grief for the familiar patterns of his simple life. But immediately that feeling was washed away by a tide of desire.

			“You wear too many clothes.” Jay pulled away while his hands busily peeled off Nigel’s jacket and worked on his waistcoat buttons. In moments, his hand was inside Nigel’s shirtfront, feeling his chest through his undershirt. “Four layers on a warm night such as this. Outrageous!”

			Again that delicious chuckle muffled by Jay’s mouth pressed now against Nigel’s neck. The vibration nearly did him in. He couldn’t accept so much touch against his skin when he was used to no touch at all.

			Jay had pulled his shirttails out of his trousers and pushed up his undershirt to spread his palm flat against Nigel’s stomach. Working the buttons of Nigel’s fly, the backs of Jay’s knuckles brushed bare flesh, and every touch was agony and ecstasy. The tension in Nigel’s cock was beyond bearing, and he was going to release. He didn’t want to embarrass himself with such pathetic eagerness.

			Nigel seized Jay’s hand to stop him. “Wait. I can’t… It’s too much.”

			The other man sat up, pulling his sucking mouth off Nigel’s throat. He looked into Nigel’s eyes, smiled and nodded. “All right. We’ll move a little slower, then. We have all night.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Jay felt oddly protective of this baby bird who’d stumbled into the wrong nest. Nigel wasn’t a boy—not even close to it—but he was as inexperienced as one. Poor thing was eager and starving for affection and sex. It was up to Jay to set the pace and ease him slowly into the things he craved. Not a bad way to spend an evening.

			He reluctantly removed his hand from Nigel’s trousers. He’d been so close to grasping the hard cock he knew lay beneath the broadcloth. He smoothed down the undershirt over that surprisingly flat stomach and moved away. What next? A little more talk, or some light kissing and handholding? How would he woo this adorable virgin?

			The glow from the skylight picked out the features of the man beside him, although, really, Nigel vibrated with a kind of energy that would have been impossible to ignore even if they’d lain in utter darkness.

			With a sigh, Jay reclined on the pallet, hands behind his head, and stared into the sky, searching for a few stars with lights strong enough to reach earth through the city’s lights. He tried to think of something, anything to stop himself from lunging at Nigel. The temptation to kiss and touch him was surprisingly strong.

			Jay had a drive—he wasn’t dead, after all. Yet he’d recently been less single-minded in his pursuit of fleshly delights. Roger accused him of ennui, and Jay had rolled his eyes at her but hadn’t bothered to deny it. Pleasure for the sake of pleasure alone was best sampled in small bites, and he’d gulped down huge portions during his time in Paris. He’d lost much of his appetite. When he had brought men back to the apartment lately, he’d had a drive, but it was to reach climax quickly. He’d satisfy himself and his partner, kiss the man good-bye, and hope to sleep without dreams or the broken support on the sofa disturbing his rest.

			Tonight, when he’d picked up Nigel Warren, he actually had something other than that single-minded focus. He’d been a little bored and homesick. And yet now the hunger had descended, again, surprisingly fast and fierce. He wanted that orgasm, of course, and for them both, but he felt hungry for more exploration as well.

			Perhaps it was Nigel’s eagerness that fueled his own. And the discovery that under that staid wool suit was a body that would make Merde swoon and reach for his pencils. The Englishman smelled so much better than Jay was used to, no fug of bad tobacco and unwashed clothes.

			“We’ll practice restraint,” he told Nigel and himself. “It’s good for the soul. We’ll talk of politics, the weather, maybe school days. It will serve to calm our raging desires.”

			A soft choking sound next to him—protest or passion?—made him smile at the stars, a pattern that might have been a dipper of some sort.

			“Tell me all about your conventional life.”

			Nigel hoisted himself up onto an elbow and looked at Jay. “You sneer at me.”

			“Is that what you think?” Jay reflected that perhaps he did sound slightly condescending. “Maybe. A little.”

			Nigel peered at him, and his breath was fast and ragged. Jay smiled back. He felt ready for more kisses, and this time he wouldn’t stop. Yes, he’d like to bring that eager trembling man to climax. He would enjoy discovering if Nigel cried out or was silent as he came.

			But Nigel didn’t grab him. He would apparently obey Jay’s order to converse. “There is nothing wrong with convention. My accomplishments might not mean anything here, but they carry weight elsewhere.”

			“I’m sure you’re right. Do you mean your work?” Jay intended to be polite, but Nigel seemed nettled.

			“Yes, my work, and my life. It is quite conventional. You’ve guessed right about me again. But there is nothing wrong with waking up and knowing every detail of your day and your next day and so on into the future. Nothing. Wrong.” He’d started out strong, but his words died away.

			Poor man seemed to be realizing he faced endless days of teacups and bed by ten.

			Jay yawned and stretched. “All right, Nige. If convention is what suits you, I’m not going to protest that you should live otherwise. Lord knows I hear often enough from people who scold me to change my ways. I wouldn’t scold anyone else. And, truthfully, I do see the appeal of your sort of life. Sleeping in a comfortable bed, knowing your next meal will be more than a scrap. Oh, indeed I understand the appeal.” He gave a wistful sigh. “It’s simply not in my cards—the ones I’ve dealt myself, that is.”

			“What would your life be like if you weren’t here in Paris?”

			“If I’d stuck to the cards dealt me at birth, I’d be going to the factory day in and day out and probably married with six little ones. Trips to the seaside with the wife and kiddies.”

			“A factory? You?”

			“There’s a mill near the town where my mother grew up. She didn’t like London, always talked about returning to the north and getting jobs for both of us in the mill. The owner was fair to his employees, she told me. Even provided some drab little houses for them.”

			“Did she go back?”

			“No, she died before she could leave the East End. My father was French—that’s how I got the language—and he died when I was a boy. For a time, it was just my mum and me.”

			“That is an echo of my life. That is to say I was an only child and now both parents are dead, my father when I was six and my mother more recently.”

			“Except you didn’t grow up in the part of London with the families of laborers and street sellers.”

			“No.” Nigel paused. Jay expected him to talk about his own wealthy, conventional life, but, in a tentative manner, Nigel asked, “Do you miss your mother?”

			His mum. He hadn’t thought about her for months, and what did that say about a son’s devotion? “Yes. You?”

			“Very much, indeed,” Nigel said gravely. “But her death did not change my habits and customs. Your mother’s did, I think.”

			“Too right. No more need to keep my desire for pretty things a secret in my own home, and no more pressure to move to a mill town.”

			Nigel gave a breathy laugh. “I don’t know you very well, but I can’t see you in a factory.”

			“Oh no. I should have run away or gone mad. Or perhaps I might have been a lonely bachelor who joined some workingman societies to keep me from sitting alone in my home.”

			Nigel laughed again. “Nor can I see that either. You’re too alive.”

			“You are as well, my friend.”

			“No.” After a few moments of silence punctuated by the calls of cats enjoying themselves, Nigel added, as if convincing himself, “But I am content.”

			“Are you?” Jay was tired of this discussion of the lives they led away from this rooftop. He didn’t want to think about the dreary neighborhood he’d left behind. He wanted them back in this vital, interesting present. And he looked forward to learning about the very intimate life of this gent. “Tell me this. When you touch yourself—”

			“I-I know what you mean, and I don’t do that.”

			“Oh, do be honest, tonight at least,” Jay said, a little annoyed. “You touch yourself. Yes?”

			Nigel shifted, nodded. “Not often,” he whispered.

			“But when you do, and you make up the stories that go with your hand on your hard cock, do you imagine yourself with a sweet woman or a man?”

			“I try not to think about it.” His voice was unsteady.

			That likely answered that question, as much as the kisses they’d exchanged, but Jay still felt the urge to ruffle the man. “When you walk around museums, do you look at the statues of the naked men or the naked women?”

			Nigel was silent a moment before answering in steadier tones. “I don’t often look at art. But if I did… Both I think. The forms are beautiful.”

			“I believe you. I wonder if you might be like Merde. He couldn’t care less if there is a cock or a cunt, breast or chest. He just wants the muscles. Enjoys painting pictures of big muscular lumps of flesh. Merde swoons for those forms. He was engaged to a washerwoman for a while. Her arms were impressive. She soon discovered that Merde only wanted her for her muscles and used them to bounce him out the door.”

			“What about you? What do you…think about? When you…when you…?” His words came out deep and unsteady. Nigel obviously fought growing desire.

			Jay enjoyed hearing that barely suppressed longing. “Ah me. I knew what I was from the moment such thoughts entered my head. I understood what I wanted. While I like the form of a woman—indeed, many are pretty—I don’t ache to touch breasts or soft curves. Nor do I wish to have them, much as my mode of dress on stage might make you think otherwise. I like the body under my fingers to be hard. Flesh that’s thick and muscled and, mmm, I do like cock. Do you know how delicious it is to have a man begging you for more? For your mouth or your hands or your arse?”

			Another strangled groan came from next to him. “Stop. Please.”

			Jay smiled. “I’m teasing you, and I suppose that’s naughty of me. But you seem the sort of person who could use teasing.”

			“What should I do? How shall I respond?” He sounded truly baffled.

			“What would you like to do?”

			“I don’t have words,” Nigel whispered.

			“Ha, and I have plenty of them myself.” Jay blinked up at the sky. His erection, which had been flagging, had returned with his own description of arousal. He felt keenly aware of the man lying next to him.

			Nigel spoke, low and fast. “Your words, all of you. I have no experience with this. Out here with you, I feel as if I’m flying. And I have no wings.”

			“Bah. None of us do. But there’s a good solid roof under us.” Such a strange moment. Jay could almost feel as if he were launching into that sky, up toward the moon.

			Nigel waved a hand in the air above them. “I’m up there somewhere.”

			“You are silly.”

			“Profoundly silly,” said Nigel, so serious. “Flying makes a person dizzy, as it turns out.”

			“So does wine with coca.”

			“Oh, that.” Nigel reached out and touched Jay’s face with such a light graze of his fingers across Jay’s cheek. “Yes, but you’re a stronger drug by far.”

			Jay laughed and, with slow deliberate fingers, unbuttoned his shirt.

			“May I kiss you again?” Nigel murmured.

			“Yes, all right.”

			He’d expected more of the starving, almost awkward fumbling they’d enjoyed earlier, but Nigel levered himself up and held himself over Jay so only their mouths touched. He gave him the lightest of kisses, a brush of the lips.

			“Again?” The word a warm wash of breath over Jay.

			Jay decided to let him take control. “Yes.”

			And this kiss was also light, soft. Sweet. The smallest touch of tongue to Jay’s mouth.

			Christ the man was turning into a tease. Already. That hadn’t taken long. The kisses grew deeper, and Jay felt drugged with desire in a way he hadn’t been for a very long time. This time Jay was the one to make a small protesting sound when the kiss ended.

			“Thank you,” Nigel whispered and pressed his forehead to Jay’s collarbone.

			The soft dark hair tickled Jay’s chin, and he stroked Nigel’s head. “I feel as if I’m patting a friendly sort of a dog,” Jay said.

			“Woof,” Nigel answered and laughed against the thin fabric of Jay’s undershirt. The two of them were still unbuttoned and nearly undressed.

			Jay continued to stroke and wind his fingers in the short but thick hair. “You would be a fine dog, faithful and prone to regular habits. Whereas I would be a cat, I think. I’d doze the day away in a patch of sunlight and my nights sleeping on someone’s best cashmere shawl.”

			Nigel raised his head, and Jay looked up at him. The skylight’s glow painted Nigel’s hair, tousled and messy. The light caught the damp on his mouth, which looked full and sensual now. Such a contrast to the well-groomed businessman waiting outside the theatre.

			“Is that what you’d want to do with your life?” Nigel asked. “Sleep it away? Why would you do that when you have such an interesting life? Not to mention music and singing to live for.”

			“Caterwauling in the back alleys, you mean? One must sleep eventually.” He stretched and yawned. “And should you, of all people, condemn someone for sleeping life away? Pfah.”

			“What do you mean?” Nigel’s voice was hushed and urgent. “I don’t think that’s correct. I don’t sleepwalk through my life.” He sounded truly distressed. The man listened to Jay far too carefully. Each word and sentiment seemed to carry weight with Nigel.

			Jay was surprised to realize he cared that he might cause Nigel pain. He’d have to be careful speaking nonsense with this one. “Don’t mind me. I’m babbling for my own entertainment. But, really, no sleep for either of us. I’ve promised you a night’s entertainment, haven’t I?”

			“You haven’t promised me anything, so I will take whatever you offer,” Nigel said.

			Jay began to smile, but then his amusement died as he understood that this inconsequential conversation and those kisses had made a lasting impression on him…on Jay.

			Damnation. That meant that when he came up here again, as he often did on balmy nights, he’d think about Nigel. This hardly seemed fair. Nigel was supposed to be a bit of a distraction. Jay had decided he would be an influence on the staid banker. Not the other way around.

			“All right, I’ll make a promise now. I’ll give you a gift. When you go back to England, you’ll have something to think about those few times you touch yourself.”

			“Yes, I know that,” Nigel whispered. 

			And I shall have something as well. But Jay didn’t say the words. He pushed Nigel down on his back and framed his face with his hands before bending down for a kiss.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			They moved toward that overpowering excitement again, so quickly. Back to kisses and touches and this time they would not stop. Not until… God, would they be naked?

			Nigel licked his lips, swallowed. His mouth, dry, tasted of bad wine—but he’d kissed Jay, and that had tasted better than anything he’d ever savored in his life.

			At last. If he’d known how perfect such a kiss would be, he would not have waited until he’d almost reached his thirtieth birthday to savor one.

			And another human, touching him, thigh to thigh, belly to belly. Cock to very hard cock.

			They moved restlessly, and Nigel lay with most of his weight on Jay, who writhed beneath him. Oh, he’d imagined it all, but to have another person so close and present… A few times he’d been pressed tight against bodies in crowds, and he’d closed his eyes and thought, This must be what it is like.

			He’d been wrong. The intimacy and immediacy of a man sharing his breath and touching him proved his imagination had been paltry. Oh, the hands on his face and now taking charge by gripping his shoulders and pulling him close. Before this night, he couldn’t have guessed at the breath and heartbeat, the scent. He had to memorize this all.

			In his ear, an amused voice said, “Are you with me? I believe you’re thinking too much.”

			He sighed. “You’re right.” And so he forced his busy mind to quiet and focus all attention on the minutia of the physical—the tiny lick of Jay’s tongue at the base of his throat, the texture of the other man’s flesh so smooth and stretched over hard muscle, the wet press of lips—on his chest now, and, good God, the sudden grip on his cock!

			Jay had reached a hand between them, unfastened Nigel’s trousers and smalls and seized his member with a strong, sure fist. The capture of this intimate part of him was… Nigel had no words for the sensation, but it made him tremble not merely with the mindless natural response of lust, but something more. Need. Desire. Surrender. Submission? Yes, that was it. Jay’s stroking hand controlled Nigel and made him want to turn belly up, to give in completely and let this man have his way with him. Such a swooning feminine reaction, but there it was.

			He no longer wanted to be the man on top, the one doing things. Jay seemed to instinctively sense this, for suddenly he rolled off his back, flipped Nigel onto his, and loomed over him. His face hung above Nigel’s like the moon, pale and mesmerizing, filling his vision. Jay’s full lips pursed, and Nigel recalled how they’d appeared when rouged red and ripe.

			“If you’ll let me now, I’ll show you some things,” Jay murmured, and then he swooped down like a predatory bird to devour Nigel’s mouth again.

			Yes, yes, yes. Do what you like with me. Show me everything you know, all those secrets about what men may do together that I’ve only guessed at. Nigel closed his eyes and stretched his back against the thin mat that emitted a whiff of mildew. He moaned into Jay’s mouth as that clever tongue invaded his like some conquering explorer. He clutched at the back of Jay’s shirt, pulled up the thin cotton and felt hot, hard muscle and bone underneath. Male flesh writhing on top of him, weighing him down—the very idea fanned the raging inferno inside him. Nigel hiked the undershirt over Jay’s head.

			The man broke off kissing long enough to dispense with the shirt and to laugh at Nigel’s eagerness, then he resumed kissing, but not Nigel’s mouth this time. Jay peppered kisses over his jaw, his throat, his chest. Not merely kisses, but licks and little nibbles that woke Nigel’s body. He was alive and aware in ways he’d never have imagined. The night sky glowing above them, the sounds of the city around him, the hard roof thinly shielded by a smelly mat, the masculine scent of Jay’s body and the weight of it—all this combined in one massive sensation that overpowered Nigel. This was not the effect of coca wine. He hadn’t drunk that much. It was the pure opium of lust and sex and attraction and…feeling.

			Nigel couldn’t deny the feelings beyond the mere physical, which tumbled through him. He was so alive and here with the one person in the world who could make this possible. Surely mere chance and the prank of two idiot Frenchmen hadn’t brought him to Cabaret Michou, and surely no other man would have swept him away like this. Only Jean Michel, John Michael, Jay could affect him so.

			Nigel looked down his own body. Jay had bunched his undershirt to bare his stomach. Now his wet, warm mouth continued an inexorable march to the spot he was determined to conquer and claim. Oh God, oh Christ. Nigel’s heart pounded so hard it seemed he should be able to see it knocking under the skin of his breastbone. And his cock… Nigel concentrated all his will on not letting it erupt in Jay’s massaging fist. Focus instead on the fine brown hair of the man giving him such pleasure, he told himself. Focus on what an exotic person he is with his dual nature—the ethereal femininity of his stage persona and his earthy masculine presence in real life. What a complex individual. So much to learn about him and…

			Nigel groaned, for now Jay crouched between his legs, pushed Nigel’s trousers and smalls partway down his hips, and brought his painfully aching cock out for the inspection of all of Paris. Right here under the night-dark sky, within view of anyone who cared to look out an upper window of one of the taller buildings, Nigel’s willy was on display! He did not know himself. He was not the same man who’d walked out of his hotel room this morning expecting nothing more from the day than a long session reviewing the books of Chauve-Souris. He was a man who had lost his mind.

			But, oh, what a grand way to go insane as Jay lowered his face and sucked Nigel’s cock into his mouth. Sinuous tongue swirled around the tip, and that alone was nearly enough to make him come undone. When Jay took him in deeper and applied a bit of suction, Nigel’s fingers turned into claws, gripping the padding to ground himself. If not, he’d be whirled up into the sky, soaring, then falling, a foolish flightless bird. Too soon for that. He must experience more of this excruciating pleasure first.

			His gaze riveted on the top of Jay’s head and a slice of his profile, the sweet curve of long lashes, as he bobbed up and down, cheeks hollowed by the sucking. Each upward stroke exposed the glistening length of Nigel’s cock. Each plunge down smothered it in darkness, heat and wetness. Mesmerizing to watch, and the sight heightened his desire even further. Bliss! Nigel didn’t even try to stifle his groans as he lifted his hips into Jay’s firm grip. The man’s hands held him by the hipbones while his mouth swallowed Nigel alive. Conquered, flag-planted and happy to be subjugated by this sovereign nation.

			In a last effort to stop his orgasm from unleashing too soon, Nigel raised his gaze to the sky above. O luscious lunar globe. O sharp and piercing stars. What glory heavens wrought while mankind, with eyes ever downcast, trod self-created straight angles over earth’s flowing curves. He was a poet tonight with words and images rather than numbers filling his galloping mind.

			But now, not even the distraction of the sky could restrain the raging force tearing through him. Nigel’s shoulders pressed into the pallet and his body rose again toward his conqueror. Jay released his hips to grasp the base of Nigel’s shaft, adding stronger pressure than that of his mouth. It took no more than a few strokes of that firm, masterful hand to finish him.

			With a cry to rival the yowling alley cats, Nigel released. The tension within him burst like a prisoner breaking from shackles to run shouting toward freedom. Not so flightless after all, he sailed high and experienced more of life and lust and the world than he had in his entire life thus far. Now he was the foreign explorer invading new realms, strange and wonderful places. How could he ever go back from here?

			That final thought brought him down from his high flight with a thud. The answer was he could not. The answer was he must. This magical night was a dream, a fragment of time he could not hold on to for long. But what he could hold on to for at least a little longer was Jay’s solid and very real body.

			With the last of his tremors skittering away, Nigel pushed up on his elbows and gazed at Jay and his own flagging cock resting on his stomach.

			Jay wiped his mouth and grinned. A mild shock filled Nigel as he realized the man had swallowed his seed. Swallowed it! Imagine. Distasteful thought—and remarkable and rather exciting. A small part of him was inside Jay right now.

			Jay crawled up to lie over him and pressed a kiss to his mouth, sweeping his tongue between Nigel’s lips so he could taste his own flavor. Jay pulled away with a smack of lips. “How was that, then? Everything you’d want it to be?”

			Nigel nodded. “But now I should like… That is, would you want me to? Although I’m not sure I could… But I’ll try.”

			Jay chuckled. “I won’t say nay.” He flopped onto his back and wriggled his trousers and drawers down his legs. Nigel was confronted with the visual feast of Jay’s nude body. Not only the chiseled and nearly hairless chest and torso now, but all of him. Wonderfully long hairy legs, narrow hips and between those hips… Nigel stole a peek, then another, and finally forced himself to gaze long and unashamedly at the object of his desire. Jay’s cock angled from his body, hard and thick above his sac and the brown curls coiling around the base. The lighting was too dim for Nigel to truly study every vein and ridge or the tint of skin, but what he saw was enough to make him go quite dry in the throat.

			Excitement and fear competed within him. Now he must follow Jay’s example and take the man’s erection in his hand and…and mouth. He positioned himself on his knees between Jay’s casually sprawled legs, reached out a hand and tentatively encircled the other man’s shaft. He stroked lightly from base to tip, and some of his nerves abated as he relished the sleek skin sheathing a column of granite. Oh yes, he could absolutely do this. He wanted to do this.

			Nigel had tucked his depleted cock into his smalls once more, but it twitched with interest as the hair on Jay’s legs tickled his own bare legs. He took a firmer grip on Jay’s erection and stroked up and down with slow, steady movements. Bending down, he licked his tongue across the smooth head protruding from a hood of foreskin. The salty taste wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, he wanted more of it, so he opened his mouth and drew the tip inside. Warm and solid against his tongue, and the soft sound Jay made in his throat showed his appreciation. Nigel wanted to hear it again. He sucked more of that impossible length and nearly gagged.

			“Relax, and you’ll go further,” Jay murmured as he softly caressed Nigel’s hair.

			Nigel followed his direction, loosening the muscles of his throat, and on the next stroke he was able to encompass more of Jay. Saliva slicked the shaft, making the glide easier. Fear completely abated now, Nigel concentrated his full attention on the task at hand—eliciting more quiet groans and quick inhalations from Jay. Those precious sounds of pleasure gave Nigel pleasure too. His mother always said to give was better than to receive, but Nigel was fairly certain she’d never envisioned anything like this.

			He worked Jay until his jaw began to ache. Then Jay molded Nigel’s hand around the base of his cock, demonstrating how his hand could do most of the work. For the next few minutes, only the slap of flesh on flesh and the slurping of Nigel’s mouth disturbed the quiet. Apparently the angry—or perhaps lusty—alley cats had moved on to other activities.

			So in tune with the body beneath his hands had Nigel become that when the moment of crisis drew near, he felt its advent in the tightening of the sac he fondled in one hand and heard it in the catch of Jay’s breath. Nigel watched the expression on the man’s face—transported by ecstasy as he’d been during his singing. Then Jay’s body contracted and Nigel swallowed his spending, not with the distaste he’d expected, but with an unexpected joy, as if he’d received a gift.

			Nigel straightened and sat on his heels to watch Jay’s pleasure-filled face for a moment, then lay on the mattress beside him. So that was it. He’d performed fellatio on a man and had it done to him. He only knew of the term from a brief, shocking passage in an illicit book he’d once dared to read in the windowless back room of a disreputable bookshop. That one short reading had fed his fantasies for years after. How could a man survive on such crumbs?

			Jay rapped his knuckles on Nigel’s head, a gentle tap. “Thinking too hard again. You’ll ruin your complexion. Tell me what’s keeping that brain of yours so busy.”

			Gray eyes peered into his, and a smile played over Jay’s mouth. Smiling seemed to be the man’s habitual expression.

			Nigel shrugged. “You’ll consider me hopelessly naïve and conventional if I tell you.”

			“I already do, so no worries there,” Jay teased. “I never imagined you had much, if any, experience, so nothing you might say will surprise me. Actually, it’s been so long since my own virtue was plucked that I’d appreciate hearing a virgin’s experience. How did you like it?”

			Nigel slid his palm slowly up Jay’s stomach, his finger idly marking each rib as he made his way to the hard plane of Jay’s chest. He traced his fingertip around one brown disc, then touched the tip of the nipple, a little pebble in the center. Only then did he finally answer. “If I was your poet friend—which one was that?—I’d offer the perfect words to explain what it felt like and everything it meant to me. But I’m no poet and so I’ll simply say, it was very, very good, both the receiving and the giving, and that I should like to do it again.”

			Jay whooped with laughter, and Nigel shot out a hand to cover his mouth, stifling the loud sound, which might draw attention to them. “Immediately?” His voice was muffled by Nigel’s palm.

			“Well, before I leave here.” For leave he must. The knowledge weighted him like an anchor.

			Jay frowned as he pulled Nigel’s hand away. “We have the entire night, don’t we? Let’s not think about anyone leaving.”

			Nigel nodded. A sudden wave of longing and emotion swept over him, and he impulsively grabbed Jay and hugged him, one-armed as the other was wedged between them on the pallet. They stayed that way for a moment, two bodies close together, heat building between them, breath warm and damp on each other’s skin.

			From somewhere, a window, a rooftop, a balcony, or perhaps down on the street, the sweet, melancholy strains of a violin wafted through the air. Thin and pure and perfect, the melody tied them together with musical ribbons.

			“We should dance. You said you never dance,” Jay whispered against his temple.

			With the energy of a child, he was suddenly on his feet and hauling Nigel upright. He clasped Nigel in his arms in a traditional waltz stance but much closer, and he began to move his feet.

			At first, Nigel remained stiff and resistant. How foolish they would appear to anyone watching—two half-naked men in a shuffling embrace. But he forced himself to throw away his pride. It was lovely being held and rocked in Jay’s arms. And if hidden eyes actually were watching them, well, they’d seen worse than this by now.

			As the music quavered in heart-wrenching tones and the night waned, Nigel wanted exactly what he had in his arms. In this moment, he would happily throw away everything—the career he’d worked at so tirelessly, his little home in London, his quiet street and neighbors, all of it. For what good were any of those things without someone with whom to share them? But he supposed it was the spell of the night and the music, the sex and the coca wine. Soon he would come to his senses and all this would fade like a wonderful but improbable dream.

			As if reading his mind, Jay murmured, “It has been quite a nice night.”

			Past tense, yes. And nice? It had been beyond magical, but perhaps it was one of many such nights for Jay.

			“I’ve enjoyed myself, but even I am mortal enough to require sleep.” Jay pulled away from Nigel, gave a huge yawn and thumped his chest with his fists a couple of times. “Care to lie down too?”

			The mat was small, but Nigel carefully lay on his side and wrapped his arms around Jay.

			“Comfortable, yes.” Jay spoke through a yawn, so it was hard to understand. “Pity you have to go. But I suppose all good things…”

			His voice trailed off. The words had sounded so casual, exactly the sort of thing a lady might say to the guests she wished would say farewell and good night at the end of a party: all good things must come to an end.

			“Should I leave?” Nigel asked.

			“What…you like.” Jay made sleepy snuffling sounds.

			What he’d like was to stay forever and dance every night and eat dinners at odd hours with big spoons. Those thoughts made the night seem almost silly. An odd panic seized him. Magic was leaching out of the encounter, and he couldn’t bear that.

			Jay slept, his breath deep and slow. For a long time, Nigel lay with his arms about him. The sun was beginning to blush the horizon.

			He must go back to what he knew.

			“Thank you,” Nigel whispered. He carefully unwrapped his body from Jay’s.

			He dressed in his rumpled dirty clothes and made his way through the hole in the ceiling.

			As he walked down the stairs, he passed the man called Merde, who waved to him and said something in French. Merde raised and lowered his eyebrows at Nigel, clearly some sort of suggestive expression. But he spoke, and his voice ended in the lilt of a question.

			Nigel shrugged and smiled back. He supposed Merde was asking him where he was going, or if he was well, or if Jay had wanted him to go, or was he a fool to leave, or a fool to have ever come to this apartment.

			A shrug was the only appropriate answer to any of those questions. He had no notion of the truth to them. He wandered the streets until he found a cab. By the time he’d get back to the hotel, washed up and changed, and reached the office, he’d be late. Nigel Warren was never late for work.

			He found he didn’t care at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Nigel stood in his hotel room, a reasonably priced establishment, neat and well-furnished but not extravagant. As he froze in the middle of the floor, motionless, unable to think of what he must do next, his reluctance seemed childish.

			Work beckoned, work he rather enjoyed, filled with numbers he understood and appreciated.

			He comprehended the source of his foot-dragging: he would need to go back to his life entirely, rip away the time with Jay ruthlessly and set it aside. The worlds could not exist simultaneously.

			Before he reentered Chauve-Souris, he would have to bathe. He reeked of sex, alcohol, tobacco and sweat. Any other time in his life, such filthy clothes and body would have disgusted him, but now… God, the thought of rinsing it all from his skin and hair filled him with dull despair.

			Best to act without thought, then.

			The modern facilities gleamed, and he felt as if he’d stepped into a harsh reality after a pleasant dream. He ripped off every stitch, dropped his clothes where he stood, entirely unlike himself, but if he stooped to pick up the clothes and hang them, he might be caught by the scent. He required ridiculous strength of will for the simple act of bathing.

			In the tub, a brisk wash; out of the tub, and a careful shave. The familiar actions served to focus him again on the life he knew, though he refused to look at himself too closely even as he used the straight razor.

			With the clean socks, sock suspenders and undergarments, he transformed himself back into someone he knew. He finished dressing solemnly, almost as ritual-bound as a knight donning armor or a priest putting on vestments. Nigel Warren had been blown to pieces by his time with Jay and must now reassemble himself into a recognizable man.

			Or what?

			Why wouldn’t he simply drop everything…and do what?

			No, he had a life. He was more than competent at his work and satisfied with the trappings of his existence. Or he had been.

			He still was.

			He picked up and folded the clothes he’d discarded. After handing them to a maid he met in the hall, he returned to his room.

			He wasn’t a boy who could be tempted to abandon everything he’d worked for merely for the sake of pleasure, even the greatest pleasure he’d ever known.

			Besides he was too great a coward. If he returned to that apartment—even assuming he could find it again—if Jay looked at him with horror, or worse, a blank expression, Nigel wasn’t certain he’d survive the experience. There was no reason to suppose Jay didn’t find men every week, every night. Nigel had discovered a great deal about himself but now understood he didn’t know nearly as much about Jay, who remained an intriguing mystery.

			For instance, he had no notion about Jay’s appetite. The expatriated singer obviously had no internal prohibitions against bringing strangers home. He might not appreciate them reappearing on his doorstep after they’d slunk away.

			He might not mind.

			Although what if he’d already found another warm body?

			Nigel imagined that horror, because why not? He was in a mood to indulge in sorrow. Perhaps Jay had recalled the French expression: La nuit, tous les chats sont gris. At night, all cats are gray.

			A brisk knock at the door roused him from the unpleasant musings. “Yes?”

			“Monsieur Nigel Warren?” A deep voice with a thick French accent—M. Lamont, one of the managers of Chauve-Souris. “I am here for the express purpose of apologizing to you. I have learned of the mortifying and terrible joke played upon you by directing you to a cabaret most inappropriate.”

			Nigel remembered his indignation as if it had belonged to another, sillier man.

			He laughed. “Good heavens, how did you hear about it?”

			“Messrs. Abelin and Pascal confessed that they had played a joke upon you when it was learned you were late and sent that cryptic message.”

			He spoke through the door. “Really? How interesting. Hold on, please.” 

			Nigel adjusted his tie and pulled on his jacket. He took a fresh handkerchief from the drawer, hesitated, then grabbed the one he’d been using. He held it to his face and took a long, slow breath. Sweat, garlic, wine, sex, Jay, tobacco.

			He folded the handkerchief and carefully tucked it away. All right, he’d banish sorrow. The greatest exhilaration of his life had ended—but what a miracle that it had even taken place. That fact was what he must recall if he felt despair or anger about his loss.

			That stupid, hackneyed phrase rang like true poetry. Better to have loved and lost. Yes. So much better.

			He opened the door to greet the worried, gray-haired M. Lamont.

			Nigel took his hat from the rack and joined M. Lamont. His smile felt genuine. “Good morning. Thank you for your concern, but I assure you that the incident didn’t affect me.”

			The manager stared at him. “You’re looking well today.” He sounded surprised.

			No sleep to speak of, too much to drink, the sort of dissipation that he would have thought would injure a man…and yet Nigel thrived.

			“Thank you. Kind of you to fetch me. Shall we go?” The faster he got to his numbers and the distraction of work, the better.

			M. Lamont had come in a cab and the driver stood by his horse with its nose in a feedbag. Clearly they hadn’t expected him to be ready to leave the hotel so quickly.

			“Shall we walk?” Nigel asked the manager. “It’s a balmy day.”

			The manager stroked his well-groomed gray mustache. “Entirely up to you, monsieur. But I thought we might stop and have some coffee.”

			He must have still been worried that Nigel would complain to someone in England about the prank.

			But the reason for his diffidence and his extremely apologetic manner became clear over the coffee and croissants. “I think part of the reason my colleagues played that naughty trick on you is that they had expected someone from Weldon’s, the British firm we are courting, and you are from Herries Farquhar and Co.”

			“No one would expect a bank to loan money if the purchase is suspect,” Nigel pointed out.

			“Suspect. Such an odd word. Alas that you are so very…efficient.”

			Nigel swallowed a crumb of croissant. “That is why I’m entrusted with the work.” Please, God, do not let him try to bribe me.

			In the past, several men had slipped him envelopes of money, and Nigel had gone straight to the authorities at Herries Farquhar and Co. In fact, he knew he had a reputation for being something of a humorless hunting dog with the management. He knew this because he’d overheard a clever young son of a baron touring the London office describe him that way.

			“If I find a discrepancy or two, I won’t draw them to the attention of my superiors. If the discrepancies are more numerous or more than a few francs have been lost, I will be forced to report what I’ve found. I shan’t only put the information in a letter but contact the director for whom I work,” Nigel explained to M. Lamont.

			“I have no way to help you change your mind? Perhaps, say, an incentive to—”

			“No. Please don’t,” he begged. Would Jay take the money? Nigel suspected he might. Another gulf between them. He pushed back from the table and stood.

			M. Lamont gave a large shrug. “I don’t know if there’s anything to overlook, but I suppose I wanted to see if you were…malleable.”

			“I’m not.” And perhaps that was both his strength and weakness.

			“Will you report this conversation?”

			Of course I will, you idiot. As soon as may be… But no, for once he felt disinterested in the matter. Why grow indignant about other people’s money or about a bribe that hadn’t actually been offered?

			“No,” he said truthfully. “I will do my job, and that doesn’t include reporting the conversations I have with officials of the bank. I’m going to work now.”

			The manager held up a hand. “Of course. Let me see to the bill, and I’ll join you on the walk.”

			“Even though I’ve made it clear I won’t be suborned in any way?”

			“Of course,” the manager said, and Nigel was mildly amused that the man seemed insulted.

			They walked together toward the bank. The pavement was already crowded with pedestrians flocking toward the grounds of the Exposition Universelle, an extravaganza Nigel supposed he ought to view before leaving Paris. He had to duck aside to avoid knocking into a lady’s large hat.

			As they stopped to allow a dray horse and wagon to pass, M. Lamont examined Nigel and then declared, “You seem different, monsieur. As if you’ve relaxed at last. You seemed quite tight, pardon if that isn’t the correct word.”

			It seemed correct to Nigel, who felt looser in every way than he’d ever been. “No need to compliment me. I’m not going to report any issues that I don’t find in the books.”

			The manager laughed. “I’m smart enough to know you’re not bought with compliments if money won’t do the trick. I’m speaking the truth. And since I’m being truthful, when it comes to the bank business, I’d do exactly as you describe—go straight to the directors if I suspected some wrongdoing, but also perhaps try to track down mistakes on my own. You are an honest man, and I am nearly as honest, I think. Nearly,” he added with a wicked grin and a wink. A second later, the bank manager cursed as he stepped in a dog mess, which got on his gleaming white spats.

			He sighed and wiped his shoe on the iron railings surrounding a tree and then continued the walk. “To be honest, I thought my compatriots had judged you badly. After all, you might have a stiff demeanor but l’habit ne fait pas le moine.”

			“And that means?”

			“Literally the cloth doesn’t make the monk. One should not judge by appearances.”

			Nigel had to wonder what impression he gave to these Frenchmen. He’d thought himself a regular sort of gentleman, hardly extreme in any sense. One always designates the label of moderate to oneself, though. “Apparently I’ve been a laughingstock,” he said. The pain of such a realization should have hit him then, but he realized that he barely cared.

			“No, no, of course not, monsieur,” said M. Lamont far too quickly.

			Nigel smiled. He didn’t care what these people thought of him. The amazing Jay had deemed him worthy of kisses and more, so much more. It would be hard to puncture his self-esteem at the moment.

			Behind the marble columns of Chauve-Souris, he settled into the room they’d set aside for his use. They gave him a brass-and-wood Arithmomètre, but he preferred his own brain for addition and subtraction. He pulled the ledgers toward him and absently ran his hand over the black leather of the top book. He’d already waded through this one but that had been Before. His life, he suddenly understood, would be divided into Before and After.

			Before Jay, the world had been gray and pale. He smiled again. Such nonsense… And Before Jay, he wouldn’t have smiled, not nearly as often.

			Someone gave a discreet knock at the door.

			“Enter,” Nigel said and then wished he hadn’t when Abelin and Pascal filed into the room, heads bent like children coming to be scolded. Nigel almost greeted them with pleasure, before recalling his mortification and confusion last night and their huge grins as they issued the invitation to him to join them at a quaint establishment.

			He could have turned his irritation on them. It took but a remembrance of Jay’s lazy smile on the roof to dissolve yesterday’s anger. All that was left behind was a small but strong resolution to not show his true feelings to these people.

			“Well?” he said. “I’m working.”

			They raised their heads but didn’t meet his eye. “We are so very sorry,” Abelin started. “We were playing a joke on you.” He rocked on his stylish polished shoes and looked at his partner in crime with a pleading gaze.

			Nigel folded his arms and leaned back in the chair. “Not particularly funny,” he said. “If that’s how you treat guests to your place of business and your city.”

			“We know. We are so sorry for sending you—”

			“If you make arrangements to meet a person, you should show up,” Nigel continued.

			One of them gasped. Good. He liked surprising them.

			“But that cabaret…” Abelin began, then faltered.

			“We assumed that once you saw, you would understand,” Pascal finished. “A gentleman such as yourself.” His turn to lose words.

			Abelin jumped in. “You would leave immediately, of course.”

			“Why? Because the drinks were overpriced?” Nigel said blandly.

			“Did you not…?” Abelin said, then cleared his throat.

			“Did you stay to see the entertainment?” Pascal no longer sounded contrite. He was fascinated.

			“Yes. Singers and dancers,” Nigel said. He pulled out his watch and made a show of checking it, and looking up at the huge clock on the wall.

			“And you did see that they were, ah…” Pascal licked his lips. “That they weren’t ladies?”

			Nigel gave them a small closed-mouthed smile. He wanted to grin. “Of course. That was the point, wasn’t it?” He considered adding more but decided he’d said enough, judging from the way Abelin elbowed Pascal.

			Nigel realized he was enjoying himself.

			“M. Lamont says…that is to say, we hope you might join us? In a café that is more conducive, more…” Pascal’s words failed him again. He hunched his shoulders and stared down at his shoes.

			“I won’t rule it out,” Nigel said. “Now if you’ll excuse me. I must work.”

			They left him to work in the pleasant room, the tick of the clock and familiar leather bound volumes to keep him company.

			He found the source of a larger discrepancy in the first hour and reported it to a relieved M. Lamont as probably a mistake. “It was entered in the wrong column in the daily book, see?”

			He panicked when it seemed M. Lamont was going to kiss him, but the man merely shook his hand, vigorously, several times.

			Nigel considered working through lunch, but the members of the firm were aghast at the thought.

			M. Lamont whispered, “Please put Pascal out of his misery and say yes. He really is appalled with himself. Abelin, not so much—but do allow them to take you out for a meal. I’d come along, but then their apologies might be more effusive with less sincerity.”

			Nigel reluctantly agreed, and Abelin and Pascal led him to a restaurant that probably would cost them more than a day’s combined salary. The music of a string quartet drifted from inside, and the polished brass and clean windows of the entrance gleamed in the sunlight.

			As they approached the huge potted palms outside the restaurant, a cry went up. Three people—two men and a woman—spoke in a flurry of French as they rushed up to Nigel. One he recognized as the actress on the floor of Jay’s garret, the red-haired lady whose name Jay hadn’t been able to recall. Another was Merde, the artist. They lined up and gave him a kiss on each cheek. The actress pinched his cheek and gave him a startling pat on the bottom before babbling at him for a few seconds.

			As fast as they’d rushed up, they scurried off again.

			Pascal and Abelin stared after them. “That…that was La Coquelicot.” Their gazes shifted to Nigel. “And the other is the artist Mercier.”

			“Your mouths are open,” he said genially.

			“But she’s famous. She’s so glamorous,” Abelin said. “How on earth do you know Coquelicot?”

			“Mercier is all the rage this year,” Pascal said in English that was almost impossible to understand. “Do you know his work?”

			“I think so. Is he the one who paints muscular people?” Merde the bad artist might be actually a rather famous painter named Mercier. Nigel recalled reading an article about him in the Sunday Times.

			“Yes, that’s him. But who is Jean Michel?” Abelin asked Nigel. He continued as if he couldn’t believe such a thing were possible. “La Coquelicot called you the adorable friend of Jean Michel. Adorable!”

			“He’s someone I met once.” Nigel pulled his watch out again. “I would like to be back at work by two.”

			They went into the restaurant. After they’d been seated, he asked, as calmly as possible, “The actress and the artist—what else did they say?” Did they say Jean Michel wanted him back? Did they say he’d been left brokenhearted? Did they invite him back to the apartment?

			He allowed himself to ponder that solution. He could go back to the flat at the invitation of Merde-Mercier. A natural reentry into Jay’s life. One more visit before he must return home. What could be the harm?

			“They said they would have recognized you anywhere and that they hoped to get to know you better, but that they must run.”

			“Oh?” He waited.

			“And Mercier said Jean Michel is in a bad mood.”

			That made his heart leap. Perhaps Jay missed him. As Abelin and Pascal chattered, far more cordially now, Nigel picked at the excellent food and considered possibilities.

			He had another day’s work to do in Paris and then he would cross the channel and return to his regular life. Perhaps after work, he could at least try to see Jay again and put off reality for another night?

			He pondered ideas and scenarios for the thousandth time since leaving Jay behind, but the sensible part of himself had already reasserted control. What would be the point? Nigel was already re-entrenched in his reality, and the more he tried to run away, the drearier would be his eventual return. One must adjust to one’s circumstances or fail to prosper.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Since he’d woken up yesterday to find the little sparrow had flown from their rooftop nest, Jay couldn’t settle. He’d descended from his aerie in a foul mood and attacked cleaning the flat with a vengeance. Indolent, slovenly writers, painters and would-be artistes of all stripes fled like rats from a sinking ship, with an evil-tempered captain leaving a mess in their wake. Jay attempted to scrub and scour away his overwrought displeasure at Nigel’s disappearance. Not so much as a farewell and thank you for a lovely time. Bad form!

			Never mind that he hated good-byes himself, he expected at least a note or kiss. But of course, by the light of day, the pedantic banker would cringe away in horror from what he’d done. Naturally, he’d run back to the familiar and try to erase the memories of one heavenly rooftop night from his mind.

			Trouble was, Jay couldn’t.

			He, who had indulged in dozens of illicit encounters and walked away from most of them without a backward glance, could not stop thinking about the sober Englishman with the surprising streak of poetry in him. This unexpected lover had made Jay feel fresh and wide-eyed again.

			He sang that night at the club with little thought or feeling, because if he allowed himself to dive into the emotionalism of the music, he might burst into bloody tears. If his performance was a bit flat, the audience didn’t seem to notice, rewarding him with the usual enthusiastic applause—which did little to lift his spirits.

			The following afternoon, Jay was too restless and impatient to hang around the flat. He had a rare night off from the club, an opportunity to run several necessary errands and then to relax. Perhaps he’d take in the Exposition again before it closed. The World’s Fair was full of marvelous exhibitions, but such entertainments were best shared with friends. As he closed the gate of the building, Jay cursed in both English and French, for there was only one person he wanted to stroll the promenade with, and Nigel had made it clear he wanted to forget their association.

			He may have already returned to London. I will never see him again. A pang of near panic shot through him at the thought. Outrageous to feel so strongly about a man he’d shared one night with. He was becoming as emotional as Roger, blowing the event far out of proportion to what it had been.

			Jay turned his attention on accomplishing his goals: pick up his pay at Le Cabaret Michou, drop off some shirts and performance gowns at the laundry, purchase sundries like shaving soap, razors and rouge, stop at the barber for a trim and a close shave, and browse the new fabrics at his dressmaker’s. But today, even the luscious jewel box of bright colors and slippery, sensuous materials under his hand didn’t satisfy him. Satin only served to remind him of Nigel’s skin.

			Shopping brought him near enough to the Champ de Mars that the shadow of Eiffel’s tower fell over him, the showpiece of the last grand Exposition in 1889. He considered walking to the Grand Palais and going in to see the exhibition of sculptures or the Motor Show like any good tourist. The lights outlining the tower were being lit early. When he twisted around to see, a miracle occurred. Nigel Warren in his dignified businessman’s suit, homburg and cane in hand, stood with his chin up, also studying the tower.

			The sun cast a golden glow over the buildings and the throng of people bustling to and fro on the boulevard. It gilded Nigel’s profile: high forehead, perfectly straight nose, sculpted lips, chiseled chin, and caught in his black hair to bring out nearly coppery hues. Unaware of himself or his surroundings and with a dreamy gaze on his face, Nigel was handsome—not at all the dull mouse Jay had first taken him for.

			And Jay was smitten. Knowing how those lips tasted and the exact texture of that hair, he needed to experience them again. He craved it even more than the dreamy haze of opium or the surge of energy cocaine gave one. Even if he’d wanted to, he couldn’t stop his feet from walking toward Nigel. This was meant to be. Fate or God or some other elemental force had brought both of them to the same place at the exact same time so they might meet again.

			“What do you think?” Jay asked. “Colossal achievement or massive eyesore? A decade later, and we still argue the question.”

			Nigel gave an audible gasp as his gaze moved from the tower to land on Jay. “You— You’re here.” He stared at Jay as if visually devouring him. “How did you know to find me here?”

			“Didn’t. I came for the Exposition. It’s closing in a month or so, and I thought I’d take a last tour, and here you are… The perfect person to tour with.” Jay tried to keep his tone light, his smile teasing, but his heart pounded. The astronomical chance of them meeting again in a city of two million people continued to astound him, and he hadn’t felt shocked or amazed by anything in quite some time.

			“I…” Nigel fell silent. He shook his head and made a vague gesture with his hat and cane still clenched in his hand. Dumbstruck as Jay, no doubt.

			“Well then… Shall we?” Jay tipped the brim of his own well-worn hat and took a step forward, inviting Nigel to accompany him.

			Ah, at last, there it was—a slow, sweet smile crept over the banker’s face. He placed his hat on his head and pressed the tip of his walking cane to the ground.

			“I should be glad to see the Exposition in your company.” Nigel nodded toward the tower. “And I come down on the side of a fascinating blend of engineering and art. The line of it is quite graceful. Rather like a long finger pointing toward the heavens. One can hardly look away from it.”

			Jay grinned. “No one I know agrees with you, but I must secretly admit to being impressed. It hasn’t aged and still remains a symbol of a future in which anything is possible.”

			“Quite!” Nigel agreed, and his quiet smile grew wider, matching Jay’s. He beamed. He shone with pleasure, clearly as happy as Jay that they’d found each other.

			They paid their admission and entered the fair, which encompassed the Trocadéro, the quai d’Orsay and the Invalides Esplanade and even straddled the Seine.

			“Your last night in Paris?” Jay asked as they strolled toward the first building.

			Nigel hesitated before answering bluntly, “Yes.” He diverted the topic by pointing to the gold dome atop the first building to their left. “Look. The architecture alone is stunning.”

			“Opulent, at any rate. Wait until you see some of the displays inside the buildings. Nothing short of magical,” Jay promised. He’d been able to afford but one visit to the Exposition since it opened the previous year. Now he only had eyes for Nigel’s expression of wonder as he beheld the façade of the Grand Palais.

			Late afternoon on a weekday, the crowd was thin. There was a general sense of the event winding down—nothing like the surge of people during its opening months. Still, an atmosphere of excitement prevailed as Jay and Nigel entered a building to view a projection of moving films. Sound had been added to a short clip of an opera singer. Moving image and sound coordinated.

			“Magical indeed,” Nigel leaned close to Jay to whisper.

			Indeed. Except Jay wasn’t thinking of the moving picture exhibit, but of the man beside him. The smell of Nigel’s shaving soap and his starched collar was more delicious than the scent of roasted peanuts and sweets floating in the air. How shocked would Nigel be if Jay moved a little closer and stole a kiss in this darkened hall?

			He brushed the back of his hand against Nigel’s, knuckles grazing knuckles, and the tiny touch made his cock hard as granite. Jay envisioned dragging Nigel into some dark corner of a less-traveled exhibit, pushing him up against a wall and sucking his throat until he’d left a big red mark. Nigel wouldn’t return to London unscathed.

			Nigel’s eyes gleamed in the dim glow of the flickering light from the projector. But then he turned, leading the way back outdoors. “I would quite like to see the demonstration of the engines.”

			“I think that only takes place at certain times,” Jay said. “How do you feel about art? There’s quite a display at the Petit Palais.”

			“Anything by your friend, Merde? Or should I say Mercier? I met him yesterday, you know. Him and that actress Coquet or whatever her name was. The Frenchmen I was with knew her. They were impressed that I did too.”

			Jay was startled. “Yesterday? Where? Merde said nothing to me about it, the shit.”

			“At a café where my work associates took me for lunch in an attempt to apologize for sending me to Cabaret Michou. How could I tell them they’d done me a great service?” Nigel’s smile was sly and mischievous.

			“A service, eh? And yet you escaped my company at the first opportunity.”

			His smile evaporated. “I apologize for that. I woke from a doze shortly before sunrise and didn’t know what to do. I felt…”

			“Ashamed?” Jay guessed and couldn’t help the prickle of annoyance and disappointment that still percolated underneath his pleasure at seeing Nigel again.

			The other man stopped and looked at him. “I was going to say awkward, but yes, perhaps a little ashamed as well. I’m afraid I’m not as experienced at this sort of thing as you are. Until last night, I hadn’t even considered the possibility. So I hope you can understand my uncertainty.”

			Jay swallowed his irritation and nodded. “I can.” He looked into Nigel’s intent eyes. “I do.”

			A fresh-faced, wide-eyed virgin—not at all the sort of man he was used to dealing with. He must be patient and careful, except, there was no time for the patience part if Nigel was leaving tomorrow. Jay mustn’t waste time on peevishness if he had mere hours to spend with his new companion.

			The stomping heels of flamenco dancers and the quick guitars of Spanish music beckoned Jay and Nigel off the promenade into another pavilion. The dancers’ colorful skirts with their layers upon layers of ruffles made Jay jealous. Mm, he could almost feel how the heavy skirts would feel as he twirled around in them. He’d seen similar costumes on can-can dancers at the Rouge, but there was a different flare to these authentic Spanish gowns. He pointed out his favorite to Nigel.

			“Perhaps I should add a flash of something more exotic to my performance.”

			“I think your singing is quite exotic enough as is,” Nigel responded. “Your voice is so beautiful. No one in that club could look away from you when you sang.”

			Jay had heard many compliments from many admirers, but this one caused him to blush hot as he hadn’t in years. Nigel’s sincerity was touching and made Jay want to preen like a peacock. “Why, thank you.”

			“I was taken by your voice, and your eyes, before I even spoke to you,” Nigel admitted breathlessly. “But learning who you actually are as a person made me even more…” He fell silent as other people passed by. Such feelings were too intimate for public discussion, even if they were speaking in English in a mostly French crowd.

			“If I may ask, what attracts you to wearing women’s attire? I hope I’m not insulting you by asking.”

			“Not at all. It’s a fair question.” Jay gazed at the flamenco dancers with their castanets clicking madly, and searched for the simplest way to explain so Nigel would understand. “The gowns make me feel…beautiful, yes, but more than that. I crave the sensual feeling of the fabrics, the way they slide against my body. I adore painting my face and creating a new person. I like to look at her in the mirror, lose myself in the character I’ve created, then walk out and command the stage as Jean Michel.”

			The words seemed a poor explanation of the complicated nature of his feelings, but it was the best Jay could do. He turned away from the dancers. “Before I saw you…I-I should have thought it ridiculous.” Nigel touched his own lips. “But you are magnificent. The way you moved. Your mouth…” 

			“My mouth?” Jay prompted. He did enjoy making Nigel uncomfortable.

			But he’d guessed wrong—embarrassment wasn’t the emotion that made Nigel stutter.

			“I couldn’t take my eyes off of you.” Nigel gazed at him now with naked hunger.

			Jay’s heart flipped hard against his ribs. He’d had men who scorned his attraction to soft fabric and cosmetics, and he’d had men who only wanted him when he was Jean Michel. Nigel apparently desired him in lace or in tweed. 

			The possibilities made him giddy with anticipation. But not here in this crowd. 

			“’Ware,” Jay said softly. “We are out in the world, my friend. You are not very good at hiding your thoughts.” 

			“Oh. Good Lord. I apologize.” Nigel blinked and looked about them, probably anxious to make sure no one had witnessed his desire. “I didn’t mean…”

			“Perhaps we should look at the paintings now.” Jay grinned and led the way from the display tent. Nigel followed, subdued.

			Out in the fresh air, he had regained his composure and had transformed into the stodgy English tourist again, although he seemed to avoid meeting Jay’s eyes. 

			“I wouldn’t mind a go at that Ferris wheel after a bit,” Nigel said as they spotted the huge attraction in the distance. “It looks a bit terrifying, but I suppose no one’s been killed by falling from one yet.”

			“Actually, there was one woman,” Jay said. “She panicked as her seat rose in the air and tried to get off. She tumbled to the ground.”

			Nigel gasped. “That’s awful.” He eyed the slowly turning huge wheel rising above the rooftop of the buildings.

			“Of course she was only ten feet off the ground at the time, so she merely twisted her ankle and ruined her gown,” Jay continued with a laugh.

			Nigel looked at him with narrowed eyes. “You made that up.”

			Jay grinned. “I did.”

			“What a perverse sense of humor! You should be ashamed.” But Nigel joined him in laughter.

			And, oh, how good it felt to be laughing together with his new friend, Jay thought. How delightful to provoke a smile, a grin or a full-throated chuckle from this serious man.

			He must see more of Nigel. Tomorrow couldn’t be the end already. But how could Jay convince the work-minded British banker to prolong his vacation in Paris?

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Nigel had seen so many sights that afternoon, he felt he was drowning in sensation. He’d witnessed dancers, singers, and people in native costumes from all points on the globe, inventions such as the largest refracting telescope in the world, and art in a style called nouveau, comprised of flowing curves and curlicues and asymmetric design. Knowing nothing at all about what made good or bad art, Nigel found the paintings and architecture in that style refreshingly different and very eye-pleasing.

			“It’s like a little trip around the world, isn’t it?” Nigel commented as he and Jay exited an exhibit pavilion that highlighted Finland, complete with live reindeer.

			“It is,” Jay agreed. “So, are you ready for that Ferris wheel ride yet? The sun is nearly set. It should be a glorious view.”

			“I don’t know if I have enough shoe leather left to make it there. I’ve worn my soles down to the nails today.” Nigel grimaced as he contemplated another long walk along the promenade.

			“In the section of the fairgrounds we didn’t get to, they’ve erected a moving sidewalk. Too bad it’s not here where we need it.” Jay closed his eyes and put his fingers to his temples like a medium. “I predict that someday in the not too distant future, Paris and perhaps London sidewalks will all carry pedestrians along with no effort on their part.” His smoky eyes popped open. “But for now, I’m afraid we’ll have to wear out shoe leather.”

			Jay patted Nigel’s back, then left his hand there. His palm seemed to burn right through jacket, waistcoat, shirt and undershirt, branding Nigel with heat. And despite that heat, and the warmth of the setting sun’s last rays, Nigel shivered. He wanted and needed with an ache that made his throat tight. When he hadn’t known what he was missing, it had been easier to ignore vague desires. Now those feelings were intensified because he knew exactly what it was he was lacking—more of Jay’s touches and kisses and his thick, solid cock pressed into Nigel’s hand.

			Jay gave another thump, then took his hand away. “Come along, soldier. March right-left-right.”

			They fell in step, making their way around the perimeter of the buildings to where the Ferris wheel arched high into the air, a breathtaking sight. One hundred meters in height, according to a sign near the ride, currently the tallest amusement wheel in the world.

			Nigel slowed, then stopped. He swallowed, his desire flagging and all but forgotten as he faced the actual prospect of boarding the ride. “It really is very…tall…isn’t it?”

			“But not fast. Not like riding a train. It rises quite slowly into the air. I believe you’ll enjoy it.” Jay leaned close and added, “I’ll make sure you do.”

			With that suggestive promise dangled like a carrot before him, Nigel started moving again. They joined the queue waiting for the ride and stood waiting while the line dwindled before them. Nigel had plenty of time to see how the structure was built and how the little cars were connected so very tenuously to the large circular frame. Time enough to grow nervous again as young ladies shrieked and grabbed their companions when the circle carried them upward into the purple sky.

			At last it was their turn. The operator opened the safety bar—nothing more than a strip of wood to protect them from plunging to their deaths—and Jay leapt onto the swinging chair. Nigel followed more gingerly, his stomach rocking along with the car.

			Huge gears creaked as the wheel began to move. How much easier it would be to enjoy the ride if it didn’t sound as if the machinery was absolutely straining to get the job done. Nigel gripped the side of the car with one hand and Jay’s arm with the other as they glided up into the air.

			After a short ride, the wheel stopped so other passengers could board. Jay leaned forward to look straight down—making the car tip. “Look at the view.”

			“Stop! Will you stop that?” Nigel dug his fingers into Jay’s sleeve, feeling the solid muscle beneath layers of fabric. “You’re not funny.”

			“Not trying to be.” Jay took his hand and pried his fingers loose. “You might try to relax and enjoy the experience.”

			“Seems to me I heard something similar the other night,” Nigel quipped, earning one of Jay’s spectacular grins.

			The ride moved again, up, up, and yet more up—then a stomach-jarring stop as more passengers embarked. The car swayed, and Nigel gripped Jay’s hand hard enough to feel his bones beneath the skin.

			“Lord, you really are afraid.” Jay stopped smiling. “Don’t look down, then. Look out. Gaze at the sunset and the way it illuminates the buildings. The city is golden at twilight. Or look up at the sky. See the moon emerging over there? And we’re rising up to meet it.”

			Jay was right. Mustn’t think of the ground, or falling to the ground, or take so much as a peek at the greasy welded bits that held this car in place on the wheel. Nigel did as he was told—stared at the sun until its image was burned into his retinas. Then he looked at the pale face of the moon and remembered how it had shone down on them that night on the roof.

			Then he looked at Jay’s face. He wanted to lean over and kiss his mouth. Nigel’s hand relaxed in Jay’s grip, and he rubbed his thumb over the other man’s knuckles. He remembered what Jay had said about his destiny to work at a factory if he hadn’t started a new course in life. Nigel couldn’t imagine these graceful hands doing factory work, grimy with grease, broken nailed, or possibly even missing fingers from the dangers of industrial labor. Jay had been born to do exactly what he was doing, performing on stage as Jean Michel, the enigmatic chanteuse. What a loss it would have been to the world not to hear that haunting voice.

			“Better?” Jay asked.

			Nigel nodded. “But I could be better still. You said something about ensuring my riding pleasure.” Oh, he was quick-witted when in Jay’s company. Teasing, clever things he never would have thought of in his normal life spilled off his tongue when they talked together.

			Jay chuckled. “That I did.” He scooted close and placed his other hand on Nigel’s thigh. A few strokes and squeezes and then he inched it up toward the bulge in Nigel’s trousers.

			Even up here, with the next car suspended above and slightly in front of them, Nigel couldn’t help glancing around to make sure no stranger’s eyes watched before he let go of Jay’s hand and dropped his down to Jay’s crotch. Hardness molded beneath his palm, and he dug his fingers in, trying to feel more of that shape. They massaged each other, friction building, breath catching, hands moving surreptitiously in the dark, and the wheel moved again.

			This time it didn’t stop, but swept all the way up to the top and dropped, heart-stoppingly down. With Jay’s firm grip squeezing and driving him halfway to madness, Nigel had little room for fear. Instead, exhilaration filled him as he flew through the gathering dusk—exhilaration building toward exultation as Jay rubbed him. Nigel wished that touch could be against his bare flesh, and that he could feel the full texture and shape of Jay’s cock in his hand. What they were doing was thrilling in its illicit nature, but not nearly enough of what he wanted.

			Still, as the wheel cut a swath through the air, the limited touch was enough to make Nigel groan and swell harder. Then, all of a sudden as the car plunged once more, he cried out softly and let go, soaring into the almost-night and releasing into his pants.

			When Nigel could breathe again and his gaze had come back into focus, he redoubled his efforts to give Jay an equal measure of bliss. What Nigel really wanted was to unfasten those trousers, lean over and have a taste of cock. He wouldn’t get another such chance perhaps ever in his life. He couldn’t imagine initiating illegal affairs with men in London. No. After he returned to his old life, he would put the mental photographs of this trip away in a box, and that would be an end to his experimentation.

			Nigel shoved away the gloomy thought and concentrated on Jay’s wriggling in his seat, the lift of his hips, the quiet moans in his throat, all the signs of pleasure that told Nigel he was doing this right. And then, as the Ferris wheel began another descent, Jay groaned more loudly. Nigel could nearly feel the swell in his erection, even through drawers and trousers. He gripped tight and rubbed hard until Jay stopped moving.

			“Ah yes.” Jay exhaled, eyes closing as the panorama of Parisian streets grew larger beneath them.

			Nigel smiled, delighted by the pleasure he was able to give, and simply happy to exist in this singular wonderful moment. He was in what some considered the most beautiful city in the world and had just experienced the innovations of the future at the Exposition displays as well as pure ecstasy at the hands of a handsome man. If he’d learned one thing during his days in Paris it was that anything was possible. The future was a challenge for those who chose to claim it. He’d also learned that he didn’t hate France nearly as much as he’d thought he would.

			By the time the ride had finished, their coats were buttoned to hide the damp stains on their trousers. They were two respectable gentlemen enjoying the Exposition together as darkness fell and the multitude of gaslights and even electric lights lit up the buildings and the promenade.

			They walked past a small closed booth with the outline of a bat across its elaborate faux marble front. Nigel had forgotten Chauve-Souris had a presence here at the Exposition. The sight of the familiar symbol made him pause and recollect his reason for being in Paris.

			“I have to finish my report.” Nigel tucked his cane under his arm and pulled his watch from his pocket, but couldn’t see its face in the darkness. Too late, that was all he knew. “I could put it off for another few hours.” He wouldn’t mind writing into the early morning, or perhaps on the ferry crossing tomorrow. Two night’s lost sleep was worth even a few minutes in Jay’s company.

			“No.” Jay laid both hands on his shoulders. “I complained about your slipping away the other morning, but in truth that is the sort of good-bye I like best. No good-bye at all, you see? You’ll never see me at a train station waving a handkerchief.”

			He leaned forward and kissed Nigel on each cheek, nothing unusual for this emotional Gallic world, except each kiss was soft, lingering too long. Nigel felt the tenderness and perhaps even regret. He cares for me. He’s saying good-bye, but he does care.

			Jay backed away and held out a hand. Nigel reached for it, ready to be grabbed and taken off to another adventure, pulled up into the sky on the roof or the Ferris wheel—what next? Perhaps they had a useable display of Icarus wings here at the fair? A balloon ride?

			But Jay shook his hand as if they were acquaintances meeting on the street for a brief greeting and then a farewell.

			“You’ll find your way back to your hotel?” he asked.

			Stunned, Nigel nodded.

			“Truly?” Jay asked. He smiled a little. “I hate to think of you stumbling through the streets of Paris.”

			Nigel didn’t smile. “I will be fine,” he said. “I understand.”

			Jay gave a nod. He turned and walked away.

			Nigel watched him melt into the milling crowd before turning and walking in the opposite direction.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Back in London, Nigel’s life swallowed him, and soon it was as if those nights in Paris had never happened. He allowed himself quiet moments alone in his bedroom to relive the hours with Jay—otherwise such a thing proved too distracting and painful. He wrote down every detail, every moment he could recall, and then, with a sigh of regret, he burned the paper.

			Yet in small ways, his behavior and thoughts had changed. He had developed a dramatic streak, for instance. He certainly would never have bothered to put a part of his life on paper, much less burn it.

			Instead of staying home in the evenings, he took to going to plays and concerts and operas. He considered taking in music hall performances, but they seemed too much like a poor imitation of Jay’s music.

			A month passed, and he waited in vain for the restlessness to pass.

			Usually after he finished a business’s books, he never thought of that particular business or its columns of figures again. But one morning he checked with his immediate supervisor to discover if the bank had given the loan to the British company hoping to invest in Chauve-Souris.

			Mr. Turner, a heavy-set man with thinning gray hair, frowned up from his desk. “Oh yes, we gave them the loan. It was hardly in doubt.”

			“Then why did you send me to Paris?”

			“There was some talk of missing funds, but you found them, didn’t you?”

			“It was but a bit of sloppy bookkeeping.”

			“Someone else might have found it, although you are one of the best. We needn’t have sent you, as it turns out. And now you shall tell me how wasteful we are.”

			“No. Not I, sir.”

			Mr. Turner pushed his gold-rimmed glasses up his nose. When he gazed at Nigel with those large brown eyes magnified, he appeared to be examining Nigel on a microscopic level. “You have changed since that trip to Paris, Mr. Warren.”

			“Oh? I hope I still do my work in a satisfactory manner.” Nigel knew he sounded stiff as he ever had. If he’d changed, well, he knew why. Though he’d sought out the information about the Paris business, he would much rather not think of his time with Jay while at work. It felt discordant and disloyal—although to whom, he wasn’t sure.

			Mr. Turner sighed. “Yes, yes, of course we’re satisfied. And perhaps you aren’t so different after all.”

			Nigel nodded. He could still be absorbed in the numbers and the lists. But sometimes when he came up for air—pushing the books away to stand and look out a window—he was swamped by a longing so harsh it made breathing difficult.

			“Come, you’re distracted again, Mr. Warren.”

			“Not at all, sir.”

			Mr. Turner picked up a pen and placed it in the silver holder presented to him on his twenty-fifth year at the bank. He tapped some papers together. This must be a sign for Nigel to thank him and be on his way.

			“I appreciate your time, sir.”

			“Not at all. I had been planning to summon you. And I must say, your interest in our client reassures me.”

			“Oh?”

			Mr. Turner carefully arranged the papers at the corner of his desk and stared at them rather than Nigel. He and Nigel had that dislike of close scrutiny in common.

			Mr. Turner wore a small smile. “I think of you as conscientious, but you tend to focus on the details. I like this sign that you’re interested in a bigger picture.”

			Funny that Nigel’s query about Chauve-Souris should be interpreted as attentiveness to work, when for a change, it was anything but. He was actually interested in most things connected to Paris these days. “Thank you, sir.”

			“I should tell you that we have our eye on you for advancement to supervisor.”

			Nigel made a small sound of surprise. Advancement? He’d given up such hopes.

			Mr. Turner warned, “No guarantees, of course. It will be up to the directors, since this sort of position is more senior.”

			The directors—Nigel recalled the sneering aristocrats.

			And then he thought of his first days at this bank, at the age of twenty. He’d sat on his high stool and contemplated his career, plotting it as methodically in his mind as any sheet of numbers. He’d laid it all out, the way he’d write a report.

			If he should lose his position, he’d known he and his mother would survive nicely for years, but he’d decided he liked extravagances such as employing two maids and a cook who’d been professionally trained. And, to be truthful, he’d had no notion what else he was suited for. Certainly not the casual life of a gentleman who would visit clubs and perhaps sit on boards. No, he was well suited for work and sums, and he didn’t scorn either. That day he’d seen his future laid out and was content.

			As he’d sat on the high stool at age twenty, transcribing numbers, he’d considered his career and decided he’d like a regular desk, an office and people he might order about. Hardly the stuff of dreams, but even as a young man, Nigel had been practical and he knew his secret dreams could not become real, so he would spend as little time indulging in them as possible.

			Now he had a chance at that desk and that office, and his heart lifted more than he’d expected. He would make a good manager. Better than Mr. Turner.

			“I should like that very much,” he admitted to Mr. Turner. “Thank you for recommending me for the position.”

			As for his secret dreams… They’d come real for almost two full days and had been more vivid than anything he could have imagined. If they would stop interfering with his daily life, he could be more content than he’d felt since his mother’s death.

			He went home that evening and had no one to tell about his possible advancement in the company. His mother had never indulged in high spirits. She would have been solemn and warned him not to count his chickens, but she would also have smiled at him and ordered a special dinner.

			After he ate his dinner of chops and sage stuffing, he sat at his desk and wrote a letter to Jay. He meant it to be the sort of cordial note one sent to acquaintances, telling him of the possibility of advancement in the bank, but it turned into something more. He found himself writing about how much he missed Jay and how he wished he could show him the park in the middle of London near his own house, a hidden square of green near the mews. Nigel reread it and recognized it as a love letter—though he’d never seen one before.

			He tore it up and, for good measure, burned it the way he’d burned his written memory of their time together.

			The best answer was to let go entirely and not even allow himself the quiet moments at home. Perhaps he should go out again. A comic opera might eliminate his present mood, but he’d probably missed a good portion of the show. And one didn’t usually attend alone.

			Nevertheless, he got up from the desk and went to find his hat and coat. He’d arrive late to a performance. The wide world of London would be the only cure he could think of to rid himself of restlessness. And he’d have the chance to watch a man sing…

			He grunted annoyance at himself and slammed out of his house.

			Jay brushed off Merde’s demand that they go out to La Rouge Poulet.

			“Coquelicot will be distraught if you don’t go see her latest performance,” Merde scolded.

			“I spend too many nights of my life in those places. And, really, all that smoking and drinking and bad hours in stuffy crowded interiors will make a man ill.”

			“Then perhaps the races tomorrow? Those are held in fresh air. I have money to waste, and I’ll let you place bets.”

			“You’re determined to go through all of your money as fast as possible.”

			“Perhaps, yes. Having money is almost as much of a nuisance as having none at all. But I offer to entertain you, my friend. Your ill temper is a fine way to reward my generosity.”

			Jay heaved a sigh. “Yes, you are generous, and a good friend. I shouldn’t be so grumpy with you.”

			“What you need is to find a sweet young man with strong limbs. Someone who will gaze at you adoringly, like your English chap.”

			“I think such worshipping would grow tedious fast.” That was what he’d been telling himself ever since he’d said farewell to Nigel. “Infatuation is pleasant for a few days, but it would be exhausting for more than that.”

			He hoped Merde wouldn’t notice that he didn’t mention who was infatuated.

			The symptoms were familiar. Jay had lived through this before: singing to a crowd but imagining one particular face gazing back, awaking in the night and feeling bone-deep longing—that only one person might answer.

			Jay smiled to himself. He’d managed to recover from that first serious obsession without permanent damage to his soul. He had left the man behind in England, part of the reason he’d been so glad to flee his native land.

			Then, one night a year later, the well-bred gentleman he’d loved had appeared in his life again, smoking a cigar and clapping for Jay in a Paris cabaret. The sight of Grenton in spotless dinner clothes—and that smile that always bordered on a smirk—brought Jay a mere echo of the fierce love and pain. Mostly he’d felt pity for the foolish man who cared more for his wardrobe than affection and who disdained friendship as weakness. Poor loveless idiot.

			Grenton waited for him and made it clear that he wanted Jay for the night, but for once Jay had no interest in that sweet-scented, well-maintained body. He had no desire to revisit even the exciting parts of their past.

			He told himself he didn’t want to be a feature, a landmark, on any wealthy man’s tour of Paris. That last apparently changed when he’d come across Nigel.

			Merde slammed out of the flat, singing a music hall song about his lady’s toes. Jay leaned back in his chair and realized he had been thinking about Nigel. Again.

			Would Nigel, like Grenton, reappear one evening and beg for a repeat performance? Jay had said no to Grenton, but he wasn’t sure he’d say no to Nigel.

			He’d wanted something more from Grenton when they lived in London. These days, Jay didn’t expect or want anything more than some recreational pleasure.

			Rather than lie down on his sofa, he wandered into Merde’s dirty, paint-streaked room and stretched out on the mattress. Jay felt a mix of amusement and alarm at his desire to be alone and sulk—so entirely unlike himself.

			“Nigel, you rotter, what have you done to me?”

			Flat on his back, he rummaged through his pockets, feeling around for the small vial he’d bought that day. He didn’t find the bottle of coca elixir but he did find the day’s post he’d jammed into this pockets. A letter for Lagniappe and four for Merde—and one for Jay.

			It was another letter from his mother’s brother, a man he barely knew, asking for funds to buy a…what? Jay squinted at the cheap stationary. The handwriting was terrible and had gotten worse. From what he could figure out, his uncle seemed to want money to open a bookstore.

			Jay gave up trying to decipher that last part. He only knew he had to write back and say no again. His uncle had asked for money before, and Jay had answered “no, sorry”. The simple reason he would answer now was because he knew his uncle didn’t hold a grudge. After Jay’s last refusal, he’d gotten a civil reply along the lines of “you can’t blame a chap for trying”.

			After leaving the family’s small town and mill work, his uncle had taken a job in a pub in London, but that had apparently ended, leaving him with little to get by on. He’d written: Even should you not invest, I would be glad to see you, the last remaining bit of my dear sister. Should you return to London, I hope you’d stay here, though this is a small flat.

			Clearly his uncle didn’t actually want him to stay in the flat, but wouldn’t mind seeing Jay. Was that reason enough to pack up his battered leather satchel and make a visit? Jay forgot about the elixir and reread the letter.

			London. He hadn’t returned for four years now. It would be odd to walk streets filled with people speaking English. He hated to think about returning to the dreary old neighborhood and perhaps seeing people he’d once considered friends. Forward momentum was his notion of how to live. Sentimental looking back might come later in life, but he doubted he’d sit and sort through a cigar box of mementos even after he grew old.

			He let the letter drop to his chest. Now if the invitation had come from Nigel…

			“Stop it.” His voice was too loud in the empty room. He pushed himself off the bed. This was ridiculous. He needed a change of scenery. Perhaps he might go to the country. Merde waxed on about the beauties of the French countryside where the artist sometimes went to paint. That might be the answer.

			He went to fetch his hat and coat and found his little vial of elixir, which he’d stuffed into his jacket without slowing down to take any. He was energized enough without the tonic, and now that he’d made up his mind, he wanted to get started on his plans.

			Though it was his night off from the cabaret, he walked there, hunched in his coat against a fall drizzle. He made his way to the manager’s office and knocked, then let himself in.

			“Ah, my sweet Jean Michel!” The club owner, M. Dulac, sat working on the perpetual piles of paper in front of him. He had thin, suspiciously chestnut-colored hair and delicate mustaches with slightly curled waxed tips. Jay sometimes got the impression M. Dulac carefully donned the role of a finicky dandy. It didn’t seem to come to him easily. Jay’s theory was the owner/impresario thought something effeminate would fit his cabaret—and he wanted to hide his shrewd business nature so his employees and competitors would underestimate him.

			“I need to take some time away from work.” Jay took off his hat and gave it a shake.

			“Stop dripping water on my lovely things.” M. Dulac dropped the papers he held. “As for you taking time away? Non, non, non.” He shook a finger with each no as if he were scolding a naughty child.

			“I must,” Jay replied. And then, rather surprised by how grim he sounded, he went on. “I don’t want to quit, but I shall. I’ll go whether or not I have leave. I’ll run away and never come back.”

			He considered himself a steady sort of person, and if anyone else had made this dramatic ultimatum, he would have rolled his eyes. But he knew what it took to get Dulac’s attention. Now he sat down heavily on the velvet sofa near Dulac’s antique Louis XV white-and-gold desk. He balanced his hat on his knees and waited.

			Dulac glanced up for a moment, then, with a sigh, flipped opened a letter and arranged it on a pile. “Really, Jean Michel. It’s a pity that you must resort to these threats, my dear. You are most unlike yourself.”

			“I know. I’m not sure why.”

			“Love? Indigestion?” M. Dulac flipped open the big leather book that held dates, names and addresses. He ran a well-manicured finger down the page. “Very well, if you are going to be such an enfant, take your holiday and return to us when you can, as soon as you can. I would be more gracious about this and wish you bon voyage if you’re going away or tell you to enjoy yourself. But no. I have to shuffle my schedule and put in far less talented acts than your own at the very last minute, you animal. In fact, if I could, I’d be less gracious and fire you, but alas, you are too talented. Now go away and be urgent elsewhere. You are giving me a headache, alas.”

			Jay got up and gave M. Dulac a bow. “Thank you. I’ll be back after I’ve visited my relative in England.” He had to give the man some excuse after all.

			“Do that. But wait.” M. Dulac stopped pretending to be fascinated by the book. He raised his head and studied Jay for a moment with murky brown eyes. “Yes, you are pale and perhaps even too thin. I believe you’re right—you have no choice, and you must go. Alas, there goes my indignation, which is a much more comfortable emotion than worry. You are a selfish creature to make me worry about you now.”

			He rose to his feet and smoothed the front and the sleeves of his maroon velvet jacket. He always wore velvet and was always fiddling with his clothing. Then, to Jay’s shock, M. Dulac came to him and gave him a kiss on each cheek. The old man smelled of rosewater and stale beer. “If you go away, you must write to me or to Lagniappe or someone who will send word. I suspect you are the sort of man to walk away and never look back, but have pity on us, hmm?”

			Jay smiled, touched the old man seemed to give a damn. “I will. Thank you, monsieur.”

			Before he left the cabaret, he took one last look in his dressing room, rubbing his cheek against the soft fur on the cuffs of one gown, letting the beaded fringe of another sift like water between his fingers. He sat a moment at his table and applied a little rouge to his cheeks, a hint of liner around his eyes. A sharp stab of nostalgia pierced him, as if Dulac was right and this would be the last time he’d sit in this chair. He gazed into the mirror for a moment, wiped off some of the rouge, then rose and walked out of the room. Such foolishness. He’d be back here in a few weeks.

			Jay returned to the apartment feeling less flat than he had for several days. Perhaps the brisk walk helped clear his head, or perhaps the idea of getting out of Paris helped. Sometime on the way home, he’d decided to actually do what he’d said he would, and go to London to see his uncle. And if he called upon Nigel, it would be a casual visit, an acquaintance paying a call. What did gentlemen do when they called upon each other? Would a banker wish to discuss the economy? Drink tea or port? Talk about the weather? Suck each other until they passed out?

			He pushed his hat forward so the brim protected his face from the increasing rain.

			Ah, rain. This was good practice for his return to dear old Britannia. A casual visit, he reminded himself. He’d make peace with his past and perhaps catch a glimpse of Nigel. Perhaps he was just homesick and another fellow Briton might strike his fancy. That would be the best way to break this strange bout of malaise—a chance encounter that would truly remain casual this time.

			As he walked, he fished the vial from his pocket and took a sip.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			In these days of locomotives and steam ferries, it was a mere skip and a jump from Paris to London via Calais and Dover, short in distance but thousands of miles away in Jay’s mind. He’d never regretted leaving his constricting country of birth for his new life on the Left Bank. From the moment he’d arrived and begun to meet people like Roger, Polisson and Lagniappe, Jay had settled into his real home. This was his place. These were his people. And the audiences who came to hear him sing songs exactly as he wished to, in the attire he wished to… God, he loved every one of them.

			Maybe it took seeing the fog-shrouded London streets to remind him of everything he had in his new life and why he’d left to begin with, Jay mused as he trudged toward his Uncle Curtis’s flat. Bleak and dark—the words described the neighborhood, the building and the room his uncle welcomed him into.

			“My boy. How like your dear mother you appear.” Curtis pumped Jay’s hand hard—no embraces or kisses between men here in jolly old, unless one counted the perfunctory meetings in certain cemeteries or “special” pubs like the Running Horse in Shepherd Market.

			Gray eyes similar to Jay’s glittered under a ridge of truly stupendous eyebrows as Curtis regarded Jay. “The shape of your lips, that slight tilt to your nose, and your hair… Nearly as long as a woman’s. Yes, you’re the very image of my little sister, Matilda.”

			His hair wasn’t all that long, though it did curl well over his collar, but Jay ignored the assessment and turned his attention to Curtis’s one large room with a bed hidden behind a screen in a corner. “I see you’re settled here. All your books about you.”

			“Ah yes.” The aged uncle cast a glance at the piles and piles of cheap volumes that made a maze of the room. One had to walk between them to get to the single armchair before the fireplace. There was no other chair so Jay pulled a wooden seat from the small dining table over beside his uncle’s armchair.

			The man sank deep into the sagging cushions and reached for a pipe he’d left burning on the table. Jay winced. Someday, no doubt, the entire place would go up in flames.

			“How are you doing, Uncle? Do you have everything you need?”

			“I get by. I have all my friends here as you can see.” He gestured to the books. “And my dear landlady makes sure I’m fed and watered.” He laughed. “My children have paid her to look after me, but they think I don’t know it.”

			Jay nodded, feeling slightly guilty about neglecting the old man, but then he’d never been close to either uncle or cousins, and they seemed to have their father provided for. He nearly mentioned Curtis’s request to borrow money to buy a bookshop, but it occurred to him the old man had already forgotten the scheme. No need to stir the pot if Curtis didn’t bring up the subject.

			“So, what brings you to see me?” His uncle puffed smoke along with every word.

			“Thought it was time to make a visit home. Unfortunately, it won’t be a long one. I have work to return to,” Jay said.

			“Of course. Nevertheless, it’s good to see you.”

			Silence descended. Curtis sucked on his pipe, and Jay cleared his throat, trying to think of something to discuss besides the weather. At last he asked after his cousins, but Curtis’s recollection of the details of their lives was sparse.

			“How is life in Paris?” A quaver shook the old man’s voice and his neck wattles. “And what is it you do there?”

			“I’m a singer in a nightclub.” He needn’t mention the part about dressing in ladies’ attire.

			“I remember your beautiful voice. When you were a wee lad, your mother would proudly have you sing for company. Unless your dad was at home. The man had no respect for art or for book learning at all. My sister married beneath her, we all agreed.”

			Having no wish to relive his vague memories of the hard man with the hard fists, Jay turned the subject. “Are you hungry, Uncle? I’d like to treat you to a meal. Is there any place you’d especially like to dine?”

			“Oh. I don’t know. I rarely go out.” Curtis frowned at the dirty window as if lions and tigers dwelt on the other side. Perhaps they did.

			“Then it’s about time you had an airing. I’ll make sure you get there and back home safely,” Jay promised. “Come along, then.” He spoke to his uncle as he would a stubborn child, and the old man rose and allowed Jay to help him into his coat.

			With more cheerful coaxing, Jay got him down the stairs and the street to a nearby pub. He ordered fish and chips and two mugs of beer, and they sat at a table by the window where they could watch the passersby. Jay had but half a mind on the paper-thin conversation. The other reason for his visit to London kept springing up in his thoughts like a jack-in-the-box that wouldn’t stay boxed.

			Nigel Warren, that intriguing dark-eyed man with the serious manner and the unexpected playful streak. How might Jay contact him? He could hardly show up in his life unannounced. He should send a message first, but he didn’t even know Nigel’s direction. He did, however, know the name of the bank Nigel worked for, which he’d mentioned in passing. A simple matter to stop by Herries Farquhar and Co. and see if he might catch Nigel outside the building at the end of a workday. That wasn’t at all frighteningly sinister, Jay thought with a mental chuckle.

			“What’s funny?” Uncle Curtis asked. “You look as if you hold a happy secret.”

			“Of sorts,” Jay admitted.

			“A special lady? I know that look, my boy. I’ve worn it myself when I was a younger man.”

			Jay needed to talk. He hadn’t spoken a word about his little obsession to any of his friends at home, but his forgetful uncle would make a good confessor. “Someone I met in Paris, actually, and who I hope to see again here in London. It was a bit of a holiday romance, so I don’t know how my attentions will be received.”

			Curtis took a bite of the battered fish and crunched it thoughtfully. “You don’t wish to frighten the poor girl or break convention. I think you ought to talk to her parents first.”

			“No parents in the picture,” Jay said.

			“Her guardian, then.” Curtis paused. “Unless you think your wooing will be met with disfavor. I had to arrange clandestine meetings with a woman I once loved. Not your aunt, if truth be told. And not a day has gone by in the years since I forsook her that I haven’t wished I’d made a different choice.” He stared fiercely at Jay. “Never let love slip through your fingers, my boy. It’s the one thing that makes this existence worthwhile.”

			“Yes, Uncle. I believe you’re right.” Jay reached out to pat the old man’s gnarled hand, which rested on the table. “Although I’m not certain if it’s love. We only knew each other a couple of days.”

			“Magical days and precious moments.” Curtis’s eyes grew unfocused as though he saw his lost love more clearly than the nephew sitting in front of him. “Days a man relives in the winter of his life, but the memories hardly warm him.”

			The loss and longing in the old man’s tone brought Jay’s feelings for Nigel into sharp focus. He could admit at last that a connection had been forged in their brief time together. But if he sought out Nigel, would he feel the same, or would he be horrified that Jay had followed him to London and intruded into his regular life?

			“You are a romantic at heart,” Jay said.

			Curtis wiped his eyes and swigged his beer. “An old man gets emotional. In my day, a man was expected to make an advantageous match and provide for his family. No more, no less. There was little thought of love and certainly no running off to Paris to become a singer. You’re the lucky one, lad.”

			Jay smiled. “I am at that.”

			But Jay felt far less lucky the following day as he entered the lobby of Herries Farquhar and Co. The financial institution was impressively solid and trustworthy, with marble and gilt everywhere and tellers lurking like zoo animals behind caged windows. Jay had never had enough money saved to bother with opening a bank account. He felt out of place here even wearing the jacket, tie and proper shoes he’d purchased at a secondhand shop next to the Berwick Market. At least he’d had the foresight to change out of his usual attire, a collarless shirt with a scarf tied round his neck, casual trousers, and shoes without laces or socks. That last was practically a uniform for his bohemian crowd, proclaiming their disdain for convention. But Jay had been aware he needed a different sort of costume for this venue. One didn’t go to a ball dressed in a kimono.

			What had he thought he might accomplish here? Of course Nigel worked in one of the offices in back. Jay wouldn’t catch so much a glimpse of him even if he waited here all day—which he couldn’t do since the bank guard was already looking askance at him. The man probably thought he was casing the place in preparation for a robbery. Jay conceded, turned and retreated from the building.

			Now what? He could go back to his uncle’s flat and spend more time with the old geezer, but he might miss his chance to spot Nigel.

			Luckily there was a small park, a spot of green with a couple of trees and benches, across the street from the bank. Jay went and parked himself on a bench to await the bank’s closing hour.

			As the minutes slipped past and the time drew near, his excitement began to build. Any moment now, he would see that familiar dark head and pale face, that trim figure with the brisk, no-nonsense walk emerging from the building. Jay leaned forward, arms resting on his knees, hands dangling, and jiggled one foot impatiently.

			Any second now…

			Another day ended. It used to give him such satisfaction to walk out of his office knowing how much he’d accomplished, a satisfied, comfortable sort of feeling. Dinner and his quiet, clean home awaited him as he strolled slowly along the familiar path to his front door. A good life. A sedate, well-ordered life. A life a man could be proud of. And now…not nearly enough of a life to satisfy him. On a scale with orderly simple pleasures on one side and messy fierce passion on the other, the scales would tip toward passion unless one made a firm choice to come down on the side of order.

			Nigel exited the bank, walking with his gaze on the sidewalk, scarcely aware of the people around him.

			“Good night, Mr. Warren. Hope you have a pleasant evening,” a coworker greeted him as he hurried past. The man had a new wife at home, a reason to rush at the end of the day.

			Perhaps he should get a wife, someone to share his life and give a little meaning to his daily toil. Someone to fill the silence of his evenings with companionship. Ah, but evenings included nights and although they might have separate rooms, he would occasionally have to visit his wife’s bed. He couldn’t imagine the awkward act that would take place there. It was too late to fool himself that such couplings might be sufficient.

			“Mr. Warren.”

			A voice startled him from the fantasy he’d begun to weave around his memories of Paris. Nigel looked up, expecting to see another coworker. When he saw who spoke instead, he froze, legs bolted to the sidewalk, breath halted in his chest. Blood rushed to his head, and his vision began to cloud before he remembered to seize a breath again.

			“You!” he gasped.

			Jay smiled his slow, sultry smile that hinted at secrets and two bodies entwined as he sauntered along the sidewalk toward Nigel. “Hello. I’m sorry to come upon you so unexpectedly, but I didn’t know how to contact you.”

			Nigel continued to stare, questions tumbling through his mind like a shower of pebbles, but none finding the way to his mouth.

			“I came to visit my uncle, and while I was here, I thought I’d see how my friend Nigel Warren was doing.” Jay’s smile dimmed slightly as Nigel still didn’t speak. “Was I wrong to do so?”

			“No! Not at all. I’m merely s-surprised,” Nigel stammered. “Surprised and pleased to see you again.” Remembering where he was, still in the shadow of his place of employment, he quickly glanced around to see if anyone might observe this meeting.

			“Not to worry, Nige. If anyone asks, you can say I’m an old chum from school. Nothing suspicious about two men talking. Shall we walk?”

			Nigel nodded dumbly and fell into step beside Jay. Instantly, he was taken back to their day at the Exposition, walking side by side, and, when no one was nearby, even daring to touch hands. Oh, and that Ferris wheel ride! The way they’d both flown through the night with their bodies on fire. He shivered.

			“I didn’t know if you’d want to see me again, but I couldn’t stay away, not when I was so near you.” Jay lowered his voice still further, but Nigel heard every word. “I missed you. Quite a lot, actually. Which may seem mad considering the short length of time we spent together, but there you have it.”

			So brave. Jay didn’t hesitate to lay his thoughts out for Nigel to pick through. Feelings Nigel possessed too, but which he wouldn’t have dared voice, not if Jay hadn’t said it first. He would not leave his visitor dangling.

			“I missed you too.” Nigel chose his next words carefully. “The time in Paris has become almost like a dream to me, something so wonderful it must have been a fantasy I invented. I have thought of you every day since then.”

			It felt so good to be able to express his secret self at last when he’d feared he might never do so again that Nigel rushed on. “I’ve become restless. Work I used to enjoy doing now taxes my patience. It’s all I can do to sit at my desk for hours every day. I want something…more.” He trailed off, aware that he’d spoken too much, too freely.

			But Jay nodded along with his words. “I understand. Even the great pleasure I take in my music has dimmed. Like you, I feel restless, and yet I no longer wish to go out and enjoy the city. Nothing amuses me anymore. None of it is enough.”

			A woman pushing a baby in a perambulator moved past them, and they fell silent. Nigel looked at the red-faced, red-haired, black-uniformed nanny—a good Irish Bridget, no doubt—and at the tiny waving fist thrusting above the edge of the pram. The baby howled in anger, too hot and constricted by blankets and layers of clothing. The curse of being a civilized human being started almost immediately after birth.

			As soon as the woman was out of earshot, Jay resumed speaking. “I did want to check on my uncle. I told myself that was the main reason I came, but it wasn’t. I came to see you.”

			The words seemed to resonate in the air. A thrill of anticipation surged through Nigel. He needed to get someplace private with Jay soon, a place where they might talk and then touch…and other things.

			“Would you care to come to my house for dinner?” Nigel asked.

			“Yes. That would be nice.”

			Jay walked faster, and Nigel matched him step for step. Their pace nearly doubled. Anyone watching them might think they raced to catch a train.

			“Almost there,” Nigel panted as they turned a corner.

			As they entered the street of houses standing like white sentinels all in a row, he slowed his racing feet to a walk. Wouldn’t do to alarm the neighbors or draw attention to himself and his guest. Stark Lane was busy this time of day. Men returned from a long day’s work in offices as neat and tidy as their suits. Day staff hurried home to their own families. A nanny walked briskly past, pulling a child on either side of her—very late in getting them home for a wash-up and supper. The routine of a meal, family time, bedtime ended another London day. No Ferris wheels or drunken artists or cross-dressing singers here on Stark Lane, ah, but there was some excitement in store for Nigel nonetheless.

			His hand shook so he could scarcely fit the key to the lock. The moment the front door closed, Jay reached for him, pulled him close and kissed him hard, his mouth almost bruising.

			Nigel surrendered for a moment before pushing him away. “Soon, but I must dismiss my housekeeper first.”

			Mrs. Cubbins came bustling from the rear of the house to welcome him home. A narrow shave. If she’d been a second earlier… Nigel grew cold at the thought.

			“Good evening, Mr. Warren.” Mrs. Cubbins’s eyes widened in surprise. “And you’ve brought a guest.” The first time ever since she’d been working for Nigel.

			“Yes. Set the table for two, please,” Nigel said.

			“Good evening, I’m John Bertrand.” Jay’s hand went up as if he were about to shake Mrs. Cubbins’s hand, then he recalled it wasn’t proper form to greet a housekeeper so and let it drop back to his side. The man had probably never kept servants in his life, which reminded Nigel how far apart their lives were.

			The housekeeper smiled uncertainly. “Very good, sir. I’ll set a place, then, and after you’ve tided up, I’ll serve your dinner.”

			“No need to wait on us, Mrs. Cubbins. My old friend Bertrand and I will probably wish to talk for some time before we eat. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

			Mrs. Cubbins’s face cleared as she pigeonholed Jay as “old schoolmate” in her mind. She bobbed her white-capped head. “Thank you, sir. But I can wait if you need me to serve.”

			“I wouldn’t trouble you. It’s not in our agreement for you to stay late, and I know you have your own family to take care of.”

			“Let me at least bring you some tea,” Mrs. Cubbins persisted.

			“We’ll likely be drinking something a bit stronger,” Nigel said. “Be off. I insist.”

			He bit down on his impatience. Oh, to live like Jay in a crowded flat where people lounged around half-naked and coupled with whomever they chose and no one judged or watched, unless it was with salacious interest. A fresh wave of heat raced through him at the thought of bodies coupling and the open display of sexuality he’d witnessed in Paris. Tonight. Any second now. As soon as this woman gets out of my house!

			Mrs. Cubbins left them to go prepare the dinner table for two. Nigel led Jay into the parlor, where they sat politely across from each other and listened to the quiet sounds from the dining room.

			“Is it always like this, with servants hanging about?” Jay asked.

			Nigel poured two small glasses of sherry from the decanter and handed one to his guest. “After my mother died, I cut the household staff. My manservant retired. Now I have my cook, housekeeper and a couple of maids. None live here. I’m alone at night.” But not tonight. The thought thrilled him.

			Jay chuckled. “Little privacy for the wealthy. I think I’d prefer scrubbing my own dirty floors.”

			That delicious laugh ignited a new wave of desire. To keep his impatience in check, Nigel addressed Jay as he would any guest. “How have you been since I saw you last?”

			“Very well,” Jay answered as politely, but a twinkle in his eyes showed that he only played at being a well-behaved visitor. “My work goes on as usual. My flatmates are, shall I say, a challenge. Merde is preparing for an exhibition and is more a maniac than usual. Roger is sighing and reclining around the place, consumed with unrequited love for some gentleman—or perhaps a lady. None of us are quite sure. Lagniappe and Polisson are in another spat. The writer has moved out, and Polisson is drinking more heavily than ever and is as evil-tempered as an angry lion. Such emotional drama!” Jay shook his head. “It’s like living in a madhouse. I could use some peace.”

			Hearing about the passionate natures of Jay’s artistic friends brought home to Nigel how very quiet his own life was, organized as a long column of numbers, exactly as he liked it. Except these days it seemed quite dull and colorless.

			A soft knock on the parlor door, and Mrs. Cubbins stood there, bidding them good night once more. Shortly after, Nigel heard the back door close. Alone at last, and now he was extremely nervous. He swallowed. “Well then…”

			“Well, indeed,” Jay responded with that sensual smile. “What shall we do?”

			Before Nigel had to answer, Jay slipped out of his armchair and slunk across the carpet to kneel before Nigel. He rested a hand on each of Nigel’s thighs and looked up into his face. “I’ve wanted this.”

			No use in feigning any shred of nonchalance. “I have too,” Nigel answered breathlessly and leaned toward that lush mouth. He recalled those lips colored red, with the sweetest music issuing from between them. The sweet tang of sherry on Jay’s mouth was like a blast of air to the banked coals inside him. They flared to a raging inferno as Nigel grabbed hold of Jay and dragged him closer.

			Filled with desperation and anticipation, his erection so rigid it hurt, Nigel clutched at Jay’s body.

			Jay pulled back, smiling. “Slower, I think.”

			No. That sounded like torture. Nigel needed him, immediately. He swallowed and nodded. “All right.”

			Jay rose to his feet. “Shall we have dinner first?”

			Nigel gave a small howl of protest before he realized that Jay teased him. “I am not interested in food,” Nigel whispered.

			“What a pity. It smells delicious.”

			Nigel lunged up from the chair. Laughing, Jay grasped his forearms to slow him. Jay kissed his cheek and the corner of his lips before settling into another deep kiss that made Nigel whimper with pleasure. They stood in the parlor, bodies pressed close, kissing and swaying a little.

			Nigel remembered the sweet shuffling dance on the roof—except this was his drawing room, his world. Jay had come to him. His heart beat so fast he had trouble drawing breath.

			“Please,” he begged. It seemed he spent so much of his time with Jay, begging. “Please don’t make me wait.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			The raw need on Nigel’s face was even better than Jay’s memory of it. He was glad to be back in England just so he could see that glassy-eyed expression of wonder again.

			“Hold still.” He walked around Nigel, examining the dark wool suit, a somber herringbone tweed, the dark shoes—all perfect for a banker. “Do you polish your boots yourself? You said your manservant was gone?”

			“A boots boy. We have one. Christ, why are you asking me this now?” Nigel peered over his shoulder at Jay, but didn’t move otherwise.

			“I’m taking a look at the wrapping before I get to the gift beneath, examining the twine and brown paper.” He brushed a hand across Nigel’s back.

			Nigel groaned and shivered at the slight touch. “You’re torturing me!”

			“You’re far too simple to torture, then.”

			“Yes, when I need you this much.”

			An answering fillip of desire burned in Jay. The madness of yearning, he thought. It had pushed him out of his life, across the channel, into this parlor, this moment.

			He moved close behind Nigel, and before the man could turn around, Jay swiftly wrapped his arms around him, capturing his arms to his sides. Jay pulled him close, his front to Nigel’s back as he breathed in the comforting scent. “Do you always smell so good? Even after a long day in the counting house?”

			Nigel squirmed, obviously trying to turn to embrace him. Jay was stronger or more determined. He squeezed tight. The rub against his cock—and the fact that here was Nigel—aroused his flagging erection. He slowly, deliberately pushed against Nigel’s arse and listened to the panting breaths of Nigel, who rested the back of his head on Jay’s shoulder.

			Jay nibbled his neck above his stiff collar and whispered, “Take away this useless cloth, and I could push right into you. Hmm, right there. I’d shove myself into your body. You’d be so tight. Mm. And you’d squirm just like that too.”

			“Yes, yes, all right.”

			Jay chuckled. He loosened his grip to run a hand down Nigel’s front, down the waistcoat, deftly undoing buttons as he went. He reached the top of Nigel’s trousers and dipped inside to grab the large, hot and hard gift awaiting him. “Oh, we’ll have so much fun, my virginal friend. Such a lark.” As he tugged on Nigel’s rock-hard cock, he thrust his own against Nigel’s firm backside, pushing hard enough he wondered if he’d rip the cloth.

			“Show me.” Again, Nigel squirmed. This time he broke free of Jay’s gripping arm.

			“Here now, you’re stronger than you look.” Jay laughed as Nigel twisted to face him.

			Nigel yanked on the lapel of Jay’s jacket.

			“Careful, it’s the only one I’ve got that fits well,” Jay warned.

			“Take it off,” Nigel growled. “Everything.”

			“Here? In your parlor?”

			“Now.” Nigel grabbed his hand and pulled him to a sofa near the fireplace. He pushed Jay down and then knelt. For a second, Jay wondered what he was up to, then realized he was pulling off Jay’s boots, and then Nigel pushed up the trousers to go after Jay’s socks. He had suspenders to hold them up, and those went too. Jay put his hands behind his head, elbows wide, a pretense of relaxation as he watched Nigel pull at cloth, scramble at buttons. Finally, he took pity on Nigel and rose to pull off his own clothes.

			Naked—more intensely naked than usual with that avid stare fixed on his body—Jay lay back on the sofa. He said, “Go on.” But Nigel had stopped. He stared down at him with pure reverence.

			Worship was all right for now, Jay thought, but he recalled his own words to Merde. It would grow tedious to seem perfect to anyone. What the hell was he doing considering anything but this moment, when the lust surging through them both threatened to swamp all semblance of thought?

			He took a swipe at Nigel, intending to grab him and pull off those clothes he wore, but Nigel easily ducked away.

			“How did you find such good reflexes working in an office?”

			“University.” Nigel dropped to his knees on the carpet and began to use his hands and mouth to caress Jay’s body.

			“That’s right, rowing at Cambridge. But that’s not where you learned the rest of this… God. And how did you get so good at… Oh God,” Jay croaked the words. He slumped on the sofa, his leg and back pressed to the rough silk, his legs spread wide as Nigel nibbled and tongued the sensitive inside of his thigh.

			Nigel paused a moment to say, “If I’m good, it’s because of you. You’re an inspiration.” He returned to his work, sliding up Jay’s legs.

			Jay gasped at the almost aggressive way Nigel seized him with his mouth with a hard suck on his cock—his backside rose from the sofa as he lurched up to meet that hungry mouth.

			“I’ll explode here and now,” Jay managed to gasp.

			Nigel backed off to grasp his shaft and lick him, sliding his foreskin up and down.

			“Better.” Jay pushed up, impatient and needy.

			Nigel lifted his head, his mouth red and wet from all he’d been doing to Jay. “You’re close, but I want to make this last.” He let go of Jay’s cock, to Jay’s relief and disappointment.

			He slid his hands over Jay’s belly, up his chest, over his arms. He squeezed and slipped gentle fingers over Jay.

			Jay wiggled under his warm pushing hands. “What are you doing?”

			“Touching every bit of your skin I can,” Nigel murmured. “I need to touch all of you.”

			So methodical, so careful, the banker mapped every part of him. The trail of heat he left with his fingers drove Jay insane. God, he was tracing Jay’s earlobes and then his cheeks. It was more than pleasant, but Jay had had enough of receiving without giving. He pushed Nigel back and rose, his bare feet warmed by the thick rug, so pleasant that he wiggled his toes for a second or two.

			Nigel knelt on the rug still, resting on his heels. That handsome faced turned up to him with such trust, and the submissive pose of the man kneeling before him sent a hard rush of lust through Jay. “Stand up,” he ordered.

			With obvious reluctance, Nigel climbed to his feet.

			“Now take off your clothes.” Jay snapped his fingers, once, twice.

			Nigel began to undress, still methodical, and as each item came off, he placed it on a chair. Shoes off, then socks released from suspenders and rolled off, the suspenders removed. Coat, watch, chain and fob removed, then the waistcoat, cufflinks gone, placed in a shoe. The tie undone entirely before he took it from around his neck and draped it on the chair. He tilted his head back and removed the shirt stud, which he placed carefully with the cufflinks in his shoe, the shirt collar too. He rubbed at the reddened spot on his throat where the stiff collar had sat. Then the braces were unbuttoned.

			The mere sight of Nigel, slowly unbuttoning and pulling off clothes was enough to keep Jay aroused. He didn’t interrupt, because he loved this show put on for him.

			The only sign of Nigel’s excitement, other than the obvious bulge in his trousers, was his trembling fingers.

			And then the trousers were off, the drawers removed.

			Nigel gazed at Jay, his attention no longer distracted by the act of disrobing. He appeared rather magnificent with those planes of muscle under pale flesh. Who would have guessed underneath those dull clothes, a bank clerk’s body could be so breathtaking? Exciting and excited too.

			“Now,” Nigel said, his cock sticking up straight and proud and oh so ready.

			“This carpet.” Jay wiggled his toes. “I don’t think I’ve felt anything quite so luxurious on a floor before.”

			He dropped to his knees and shuffled forward. Nigel began to follow his lead, but Jay was close enough to grab at his calves. “Let me return the favor.”

			Nigel said, “I’m already light-headed. I might topple over.”

			Jay chuckled. “Brace yourself against that chair and let me do this.”

			“But I can—”

			“Stop complaining,” Jay said and licked the underside of the impressive cock.

			Nigel whimpered.

			“So needy,” Jay said.

			“Yes,” Nigel agreed.

			Jay licked and sucked, and every touch, every motion brought a tiny noise or shiver of a response from Nigel.

			He suspected Nigel restrained himself, or he’d be howling and crying out. Instead, there were only those small sounds from his throat. And he didn’t thrust forward the way Jay would have or grab at Jay’s hair. He laid a gentle hand on Jay’s head, barely touching his hair.

			So restrained. Nigel had been more abandoned in Paris. Perhaps this restraint was the result of doing this in his own parlor.

			Jay would drag wildness from him. He hummed, he bit—gently, he lapped and slurped and moved his mouth and hands together.

			A wordless shout that sounded almost like anguish came from Nigel, who grabbed Jay’s head. And, at last, the desperate need came through. His cock swelled, grew impossibly hard, and the pulses of orgasm vibrated under Jay’s hand. Nigel gave another strangled cry. Loud enough to satisfy Jay.

			Jay released his grip on Nigel, who collapsed to the carpet and dragged Jay down with him.

			He clasped Jay tight, their skin touching from leg to shoulders. Jay pressed his face against Nigel’s warm, salty neck. He felt hard and impatient with lust as he’d ever been, but the tremendous release he’d witnessed was satisfying enough for the moment.

			Nigel rolled them over so Jay lay on his back.

			“My turn,” Nigel said in a tone that brooked no disagreement. “Your turn to lie still.” He ran fingertips down Jay’s arm, then let his mouth brush over Jay’s nipple. “I like this,” he said and licked it.

			Every pore in Jay’s body clamored for touch. He hadn’t known he’d enjoyed such slow, careful exploration. When Nigel’s deliberate touch came to his cock and rested there, Jay surged upward, pushing into his hand with a gusty moan. “If I don’t find relief soon, I shall have permanent damage.”

			Nigel grinned at him and pushed him onto his back again. The carpet rubbed his skin. And then Nigel bent all of his solemn, focused attention on the matter at hand, using both hands, his mouth. The tight feel of his hot mouth was almost too much again, but when Jay gasped, Nigel loosened his grip, and his tongue danced over the tip.

			“You are so good,” Jay said as Nigel brought him close before easing away.

			Nigel paused to beam at him. “I have often thought of this, planned exactly how I’d do it given the chance. I thought it was merely a fantasy, but perhaps a part of me knew I’d be with you again someday.” Then he bent back to his work of driving Jay mad with yearning and pleasure.

			So much pleasure. He came to the edge and hovered there. His body seemed to open even as his balls went tight, and he knew any second, any heartbeat… Even expecting it, he was startled by the intensity of his orgasm and his own shout of surprised wonder. So fast after all those weeks of longing and forsaking any other man’s company.

			Afterward, they sprawled on the plush rug together, as decadent as Oriental pashas lounging on silk. How sumptuous it would be to have such a carpet in his Paris flat. How much better to have Nigel lying naked on it every night, no other flatmates to disturb them, only the two of them together.

			“You must be hungry,” Nigel said at last, sounding regretful to break the intimate mood with such mundane needs as filling his belly.

			“We can take food with us into your bedroom,” Jay suggested.

			“We’ll eat in bed?” Nigel sounded stupefied, as if he couldn’t imagine such a thing was even possible, not when two proper place settings awaited them at his dining room table.

			“Among other things.” Jay waggled his brows suggestively.

			“Oh.” Nigel nearly gasped. “With food? But…but it might make a mess of the sheets.”

			“And won’t that be wonderful,” Jay declared.

			Nigel’s smile was faint but genuine. “I suppose it could be. I have much more to learn, I suspect.” He reached for his trousers.

			Jay wasn’t at all sure he wanted to get dressed, or, more specifically, he didn’t want Nigel to cover his body. But just as it took time to tame wild things, it would probably take as much time to coax tame things into being wild after breaking them out of their cages—if it could even be done.

			They dressed, though Jay refused to put the shoes and socks back on. Barefoot too, Nigel led him to the dining room. Mrs. Cubbins had set up the meal on a sideboard.

			“This might as well be breakfast.” Nigel opened a silver salver and peered into it.

			Jay joined him. Next to whatever steamed in the salver was a familiar sight. “Tell me that’s cold steak and kidney pie. Oh Lord, I have missed that.” He ducked around Nigel and grabbed the whole pie in its heavy dish and a fork.

			Nigel laughed. “I’d forgotten how you eat.”

			Jay had been about to wander out of the room and find the bedroom with his treasure, but now he felt self-conscious. He went to the table and plunked the pie down. He grabbed a knife, cut a big slab of pie and put it on the plate. “Sit, eat,” he told Nigel. “We’ll be civilized for a change.”

			Nigel’s face fell. “But it wasn’t criticism, I assure you.”

			“No, I know that, Nige.” Jay forced a smile. He wasn’t sure why he should change his careless ways, but it felt as if he must, if only to fit into Nigel’s world for the short time he visited it. He pointed to the place setting of gleaming silver and bone china. “Sit. Eat. But not too much. I have plans for you, and it’s best if you’re not stuffed to the limit.”

			Nigel didn’t move. “But you spoke of…” His voice faded.

			Apparently he wanted to play with food in the bedroom. Jay grinned. “We’ll take something with us, I promise. Is there a sweet?”

			Nigel looked at the board. “Roly-poly pudding. Rather unsophisticated nursery fare, I’m afraid.”

			Jay realized he wasn’t the only one who felt uneasy. “Perfect,” he pronounced firmly. “This is exactly the sort of food I’d dream of over in France, while choking down all that garlic and butter.”

			They made quick work of the food—but not as fast as Jay would have gobbled the pie on his own. He forced himself to take smaller bites and occasionally pat his lips with the linen napkin. But he couldn’t help assessing what the linen or the dishes or the flatware would fetch at the pawnshop. He’d lived hand-to-mouth too many years not to think of such things.

			Nigel finished first.

			Jay eyed his friend’s almost full plate. “Nerves or anticipation?” he asked.

			Nigel’s smile looked like a grimace. “Both, I should think.”

			Jay put down his fork. “Stop worrying. We’ve had an excellent time together. We shan’t do anything you don’t enjoy.”

			The smile transformed into the glowing look that made Jay’s heart beat faster.

			“Anticipation of pleasure, but nervous that I might disappoint you,” Nigel explained.

			“Bah. Impossible.” He pushed back his chair and stood.

			The log-shaped pudding was oozing jam and looked sticky. He grabbed the dish. “Lead on,” he ordered Nigel.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Nigel wasn’t used to walking around his house without footwear. He wasn’t used to feeling this level of thrilling arousal in his house either.

			He opened the door to his bedroom and waited for Jay to walk in. If only he had something more interesting than the plain, heavy furniture, mostly some sort of dark wood. The room felt gloomy, almost oppressive now that he imagined it through another’s eyes. Other than his servants and, perhaps, rarely, his mother, no one else had ever entered the room.

			Jay thumped the bowl with the pudding on the white-and-gray marble top of the bureau. He went to the gaslight already burning and turned it up. Nigel wanted to protest, but he only watched Jay pad about the room, looking at pictures, touching the dark red wall and running a hand over the top of the mirror.

			He looked at his palm. “No dust.”

			“You sound amazed.”

			He grinned at Nigel and moved over to finger the thick drapes. Mrs. Cubbins had recently replaced the thinner curtains to mark the end of summer.

			“I love this room,” Jay said at last. “It’s masculine and aesthetically pleasing.”

			“Hardly out of the ordinary,” Nigel said.

			“Nicely proportioned, good colors and strong.”

			Nigel understood at last that he wasn’t talking about the room. “Ah, good,” he said, feeling slow and rather idiotic, unpracticed at this game of double entendres.

			Nigel went to the edge of the bed and sat. And then stood, determined to rid himself of this diffidence in his manner. Jay seemed pleased enough. He would forge ahead. He yanked down the coverlet on the bed to expose the sheets, impatiently pulled off his jacket and flung it on the nearest chair. And then the rest of his clothes followed until he was stripped bare for the second time that evening. He climbed onto the bed, thumped the pillows into place and leaned against them to wait.

			Jay cheered and clapped—and then ripped off his clothes. He left them in a pile on the floor. Then he bent, fetched something from his trousers and leapt onto the bed. He tossed the object onto the table by the bed.

			Nigel gave a snort of surprised laughter when Jay loomed over him, standing on the mattress.

			“Fine, fine, I’ll lie down.” With an oof, Jay flopped down next to him.

			He reminded Nigel of a child, though Nigel couldn’t recall a time he’d have run about the house with no shoes, or stood on the bed, or eaten with unabashed gusto the way Jay seemed to every day of his life.

			“Thank you for being here with me,” Nigel said as Jay wiggled over to stretch out next to him.

			“Thank you for inviting me.”

			They kissed, soft exploration at first. No clever remarks, no talk at all, merely lazy soft kisses.

			And then the kisses grew more heated. Nigel had imagined this for weeks and his imagination had been paltry compared to the reality of Jay, warm and solid, in his house. In his bed.

			The hunger grew with every shift of their bodies, every sigh that gusted through them. Jay pushed Nigel onto his back and rolled on top of him. He cupped Nigel’s face, and for a moment, they only gazed at each other. Nigel saw warmth and affection in that gaze, something so intimate he’d never even imagined such a look could be aimed at him. He wanted to cry.

			Instead, he pulled Jay down so that his full weight rested on Nigel’s body, such a satisfying delicious heaviness, of both body and that very interesting hard object against his hip.

			“Shall I go inside you now?” Jay asked, softly, but it seemed to Nigel as casually as if he were asking Nigel if he wanted milk in his tea.

			Nigel could only nod. This was what he’d expected would happen. This was what he understood that men like them would do. Ah, but the muscles in his rear seized tight at the thought…not precisely with fear, but with a sort of nervous anticipatory dread.

			“What?” Jay touched his hair, brushed it from his face.

			“Well? Aren’t you? Going to?” He pushed his hips up.

			To Nigel’s regret and relief, Jay rolled off him onto one side and dragged Nigel with him so they lay face-to-face. “Not when you look like you’re facing a firing squad. Besides, one doesn’t simply go smashing in.”

			“No?”

			Jay’s arm was slung over his waist, and Nigel became aware of his hand idly circling the small of his back, then sliding down his buttocks.

			“No, no, don’t worry,” Jay crooned. He turned away from Nigel and grabbed the thing he’d put on the table next to the bed. He held it up. “Emollient, Merde calls it. I think the word is the same in English?”

			Nigel nodded, not sure he could speak.

			“It eases the way,” Jay explained.

			“Yes, I rather understand that.”

			Jay’s smile grew wider. “Would you prefer not to do this, my grouchy friend?”

			Nigel recoiled, feeling as if he’d been slapped. “I want nothing more than to have us be as close as humanly possible.”

			Jay grabbed Nigel’s hand and opened it. He placed the small bottle into his palm. “Then perhaps you could invade my body.”

			God. What a thought. Either option made Nigel feel weak with desire and fear. “Which…which would you rather?”

			Jay didn’t answer right away. “I have done both and enjoy both. I’m more often the receiver than the giver.”

			“So you don’t mind?”

			“Blimey, you fool. I am longing for it.”

			Jay stretched out on the bed, facedown, his profile sharp against the white pillow case. “Do what you will.”

			The words, the sight of that form on his bed, made Nigel light-headed with longing. He opened the bottle and sniffed. It smelled of some sort of flower. He poured a bit into his palm, and it came out sluggish and thick.

			Nigel pushed the stopper back in, put the bottle back on the table and swirled the tiny puddle in his palm with his fingertips.

			“I like watching you.” Jay’s glittering eye narrowed as he smiled. “You are so unhurried and…what’s that word? Meticulous. That’s you, and everything you do, except when you’re not.”

			“What do I do next?”

			“Touch me.” Jay’s light voice had gone gravelly. “Feel my backside and then put your finger inside me.” He pushed up onto his knees but kept his head down. That gorgeous bum thrust invitingly toward Nigel. It filled his vision until it was all he could see, the glorious play of muscles in arse and thigh, and the dark crevice in which lay the target of his lust.

			Nigel’s cock twitched with eagerness, and from Jay’s approving hmm, he must have seen.

			Suddenly, unhurried and meticulous seemed useless. Nigel needed Jay. He had to put his body as close to Jay as humanly possible. Closer. He rubbed the emollient along the crack between the taut, firm cheeks. There. Right there. His finger went into the impossibly hot and tight opening.

			Jay groaned at the same time he did. Before Nigel could ask if he was in pain, Jay pushed back. “That’s perfect. Or nearly perfect.”

			Nigel understood and moved into place behind him. His cock glistened with pre-spending and the ointment he’d coated it with, slipping and sliding as he tried to push into Jay’s body.

			Smashing in.

			He reached down, impatient now, thrusting forward and nearly there.

			“Slowly,” Jay whispered, but he pushed back nearly as hard as Nigel was pushing forward.

			And then something happened. Nigel lurched a bit, and the pressure increased and he was inside. Bent so his body curved over Jay’s. Inside and deep, and then deeper still until they were perfectly, completely joined together.

			Nigel had thought them intimate before. Yes, they had been. But this was beyond even his wildest understanding.

			Jay moved the tiniest bit, and Nigel felt it as if it were a buffet of sensation. Heat not only surrounded him but flowed through him. He was alive with fire, a conflagration of need and satisfaction, pleasure and more need and pressure rising, rising… He groaned.

			“Mm. You all right?” Jay croaked the words.

			“Tight. Hot,” Nigel managed.

			“Tight,” Jay gasped. “Slow.”

			So he did. He made his motions as careful and painstaking as he could so as not to hurt Jay—while his body screamed at him to move harder and faster. Slowly in, slowly out.

			The grip on his cock enveloping him entirely, the feel of Jay’s body curled under his hands, moving restlessly. He was going to lose his mind.

			Then he noticed Jay tugging at his own erection. That, even more than the heat on his cock, aroused him.

			He reached around to put his hand around Jay’s.

			“Good Christ,” Jay growled. “Fuck. Harder.”

			Nigel squeezed his hand around Jay’s tighter.

			Jay gave a breathless laugh and pushed his bum backward. “This harder too.”

			Nigel lost the meticulous care and measured speed. He lost everything in the world but the feel of Jay around him, Jay under his body, under his hands. He pushed deeper and faster. Harder. So hard he would bury himself in Jay, who suddenly cried out and shuddered. He froze, which meant Nigel could pound even harder against the unmoving wall of flesh, which he did, again and again, until he was bowled over by an orgasm. Pleasure struck him, engulfing everything. He shouted his surprise and joy.

			He must have lost a second or two after the moment of crisis, because he grew aware that he lay on Jay, his cock still hard but softening.

			Jay wiggled under him.

			Murmuring an apology, Nigel moved off Jay’s body and collapsed next to him.

			“No, don’t say sorry. That was exactly right,” Jay declared. He seemed remarkably energetic as he lay on his side and gathered Nigel in for a hug and a long kiss.

			“Exactly right,” Nigel murmured. He pressed his face to Jay’s neck, and an echo of desire rolled through him again. Another kiss or two, and he’d want more. Maybe. Yes. He’d allow Jay to do that to him. Wasn’t that the way these things went with men like them?

			But then he realized that Jay’s breathing had slowed. Ah, this he recalled—the pleasure of sleeping with another body, such a sweet one too, close and warm against him. Nigel got out of the bed. He turned off the gas and climbed back in, impatient to feel Jay’s bare skin again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Nigel licked his lips, seeking a last smear of jam. He hadn’t used tooth powder this morning before work so that he could continue to savor the taste of sweet fruit and Jay’s salty skin for a while longer. He stared at the ledger on his desk, the satisfying columns of numbers and information that up to now had given shape to his life, and all he could see were flashes of the previous night. Skin, hair, Jay’s rapidly moving chest as he panted with excitement, the clench of fingers on the bedclothes as Nigel licked oh so slowly those streaks of jam from his stomach and his…

			Oh, the glories of that thick, rigid cock alone were sufficient to distract Nigel from his work for several minutes. He recalled every blue vein beneath the pale, sleek skin. The soft cowl of foreskin and the reddish-purple head that protruded from it like some exotic flower. The scent of musk when he leaned close and the taste on his tongue as he took that first lick, and… Nigel groaned, recalling the hedonistic bliss of smearing that innocent sweet treat of his youth—roly-poly pudding—on Jay’s erection and then sucking off the raspberry jam. It seemed so immoral and wrong and exactly like something one of Jay’s Parisian crowd would do.

			Good God, he was humming under his breath as he sat at his desk. Nigel stopped the nervous noise and glanced at the other occupant of his office, Reginald Porter. Reggie was completely focused on filling out paperwork and had apparently not noticed either Nigel’s quiet groan or his humming. If the man only knew the visions dancing in Nigel’s mind, he’d bolt from the office screaming, aghast at such depravities.

			For depraved was the only word to describe such actions, wasn’t it? Shame and guilt over the perversions he’d accomplished with Jay all night long swirled under the surface of Nigel’s glut of delight. If he allowed it, those guilty feelings would rise up and take over, guiding him back onto the path of honor and righteousness. Everyone knew that sodomy was against God’s will, and yet… And yet, Nigel couldn’t bring himself to give a damn or to allow any uncomfortable feelings about his behavior to ruin his memories. What he’d done with Jay had felt good, wonderful, joyful, and better than anything he’d experienced in his life before. A loving God wouldn’t smite a man for finding true happiness, would He?

			Nigel stifled a yawn and glanced up at the small window. Drapes were drawn to shield them from the heat of the sun, but the material also shut out any fresh breeze. Suddenly Nigel felt like an animal forced to spend its life in a cage. At the very least, he deserved to see a little sunlight. He rose from his chair and went to pull back the curtains. This was enough to finally draw Reggie Porter’s attention.

			Pink-rimmed eyes behind round spectacles gazed worriedly at the window. “What are you doing?”

			“Letting a little bit of the day in. Does it ever occur to you that we spend almost our entire life indoors? It’s unnatural.”

			“Um.” Porter gripped his pencil, creases blooming between his pale eyebrows. He scratched his thatch of equally pale blond hair. “But the drapes are supposed to be drawn to prevent the carpet fading.”

			“Mr. Porter, do you really care if the carpet fades? We deserve a little sunlight as we work.” Nigel sighed as Porter continued to look fretful. “Don’t worry. If Mr. Turner comes in, I’ll take the blame.”

			Nigel resumed his seat and focused his attention on his addition. He accomplished at least a quarter hour’s worth of work before thoughts of last night began to bleed back into his consciousness. This time it wasn’t the intimacy of sex he recalled but how he’d slept for a few hours resting in Jay’s arms and woken up before dawn flipped the other way, holding Jay. How warm and comforting to sleep with another person. He’d hated having to shake Jay awake and send him to the guest bedroom before any of the servants arrived, but Cook came at the crack of dawn to prepare Nigel a hot breakfast before work.

			“Won’t they wonder why I have no baggage?” Jay asked as he climbed naked out of bed and gathered his clothes.

			It was something Nigel hadn’t even considered. “I’ll tell Mrs. Cubbins there was some mix-up at the railway and you have yet to receive your bags. The woman detests all mechanical modes of transportation and will be happy to have her fear of rail travel confirmed.”

			Jay had chuckled and bent to kiss Nigel sweetly before leaving. He’d paused at the door of Nigel’s bedroom and turned. “Shall I actually get my bags, then? Do you want me to stay here while I’m in London?”

			With every fiber of my being, Nigel had thought. But Jay’s words had reminded him that the man must eventually return to his life in Paris. This was but another interlude for them and when it was over… Dread settled on him at the thought.

			“Yes, please do stay,” he’d offered. “Mrs. Cubbins will be glad to have a guest to look after. She has far too little to do with only a bachelor to tend to.”

			As Nigel resumed figuring percentages and cross-checking numbers, he thought how wonderful it would be to come home to Jay waiting for him. How long might this visit go on before both servants and neighbors began to wonder about the arrangement? Could it possibly become a permanent sharing of lodging? Might Jay be willing to give up his life as Jean Michel and stay in England?

			Hope glimmered like a shining silver thread against black cloth. Nigel might actually, possibly be able to have everything he wanted—his new management position at the bank and a good friend to share his life with.

			He was humming under his breath again. Nigel stopped the joyful noise and silence fell in the office but for the quiet scratching of two pencils.

			Nigel must return to Paris with him, Jay decided as he left the street of pristine white row houses to head to darker parts of the city. An entire day sprawled in front of him with only another visit to his uncle and seeing a few old friends to fill it. He had plenty of time to concoct a plan to convince Nigel to abandon this wretched country and move to France. The man was clearly eager to be with Jay sexually, and he’d admitted to feeling restless in his life. His work must be so unsatisfying. Columns of numbers day after day? The very thought made Jay shudder in horror.

			Although, when Jay pictured Nigel in Paris, he couldn’t quite envision what the banker would find to do with himself other than tumble into bed with Jay. Which, of course, meant he would need a bed instead of a sofa. And how would it work with them sharing the flat with so many other people?

			Was he going insane, mentally turning an enthusiastic and thoroughly satisfying sexual encounter into something more meaningful than it was? When had he become a hopeless romantic again—he, who’d turned into an utter pragmatist after Grenton shattered his young heart? He snorted at that thought. Jay had never been much of a tender blossom sort of lad.

			Ah but Nigel. That night on the rooftop. And again on the Ferris wheel. That’s when you truly began to feel love, Jean Michel’s voice in his mind whispered. That silly chanteuse who nightly sang of love and loss and love renewed had apparently invaded Jay’s real life and attempted a coup.

			Well, he couldn’t honestly expect Nigel to chuck his life and run away to Paris, but he could spend a few days longer than intended in London, Jay decided. Dulac would continue to hold a place for him on the schedule—at least for a time.

			But meanwhile, Jay needed some coin if he were to continue to stay in London. It was an expensive city to live in, even if he didn’t need to pay for a room since Nigel had invited him to stay. He would visit several old friends who worked in burlesque and see if he might be added to the roster as a singer. Not in drag, of course, unless as part of a buffoonish skit.

			With his francs changed to pounds, Jay paid a cab driver to take him to the West End. Entering the theatre district, he immediately began to feel more at ease. This was the part of the city where he’d always fit in. Apparently a performer at heart since childhood, according to Uncle Curtis, Jay couldn’t survive without music.

			He went to the backstage door of the Royal Holburn Music Hall. Their variety shows played several times a day, matinees and evening performances. When he’d lived in London, the manager had always been looking for new acts. It didn’t take many performances of the same old thing for audiences to tire of the revues and search for other entertainment. Once Jay had thought Holburn’s stage would be enough to satisfy him, but then he’d heard about the Rouge, and the more exotic night life of Paris beckoned. There he could perform in the beautiful costumes that most appealed to him.

			After several hard knocks with no response, Jay thought he might need to return when the box office had opened, but then a pretty girl joined him in the alley by the door. She eyed Jay up and down. “You’re a likely looking lad. Come for a job, then?”

			“If there’s any to be had,” he replied. “You?”

			“Oh, I’m in the chorus.” She lifted her skirts above the ankles and did a little jig. “A high-kicking dancer like what they got in Gay Paree. And what is it you do?”

			“Singer,” Jay replied. “And I’ve just come from Paris. I can guarantee they’ve no lasses as pretty as you.”

			She grinned, showing teeth not nearly as attractive as her face. “Go on with you, charmer. I’ll put in a good word for you with Mr. Height. He’s the manager and chooses the acts for the show. A fair enough employer. All he asks for is talent and punc-tu-al-i-tee.” She pronounced the word with an accent on every syllable.

			“I have both.” Jay grinned.

			“Can you sing in French? That’d impress him,” the girl said, then lowered her voice, though no one else was in earshot. “Truth is, attendance hasn’t been so good lately and Mr. Height wants to make it as popular and racy as that Moulin Rouge.”

			“Good plan. So, do you have a key to get inside?”

			“Oh, it ain’t locked. Everybody’ll be arriving for the early matinee. I’m Sally, by the way.” She shook Jay’s hand, opened the door and led him inside.

			Backstage, performers in costumes bustled back and forth, sang scales, practiced dance steps or juggling or lines of a skit, preparing for curtain, which Sally told Jay was at two. Jay hoped he might recognize someone he’d known during his stint here under different management, but it was all new faces. Exactly what he’d find at the cabaret if he stayed away too long. Things changed fast in the entertainment world.

			Sally located Mr. Height, introduced Jay, then sauntered off toward the dressing rooms, singing warmup scales.

			“What can you do?” the man asked without preamble. “I’ve already got several singers. I need something different.”

			“Well…” Suddenly the idea of doing his Jean Michel act here didn’t seem so preposterous, especially if the manager was enamored of all things French. “I have an act at the Cabaret Michou, a very popular club near the Moulin Rouge.” He struck a charming pose. “I dress as a woman, as do all the performers. My act is very well received. I’m the headliner there.”

			Jay sang a verse of La Morte de Juliette to show his skill, then waited for Height’s reaction. The man gazed at him, weighing him.

			“Our audience might not take to it. Lot of middle-class family types who only see men dressed in frocks as a farce. They’re not as cosmopolitan as the French.”

			“I can sing in a tuxedo then,” Jay said. “A few shows a week. Matinees are all right.” He knew evening shows were a coveted prize a performer must work his way up to.

			The manager gave a decisive nod. “I’ll try you out. Not as a main act right away, but one of my chorus boys didn’t show up yesterday, so he got the boot. Can you dance?”

			“Yes, absolutely.” Jay stretched the truth.

			“Go find Sally. Tell her you’ll be filling in for Jake Kilburn. She’ll show you his costumes and the other lads can show you the moves. All you have to do is gaze adoringly at our star, Lady Estrella, and chime in on the choruses. Good luck.” Height walked off, puffing on his cigar.

			The first matinee was in approximately an hour. Jay’s pulse quickened as he dove into the monumental task of learning several numbers complete with a few simple dance steps. Height was putting an insane amount of faith in an unknown. Maybe it was his way of testing to see if Jay was stage worthy enough to earn a solo number.

			The hour flew by. He had no time to grow nervous as he prepared, and then the curtain opened and the first performer went on—a comic to warm up the audience. The funny man was followed by a chorus line of female dancers who showed not nearly as much leg as real can-can dancers did. Sally was one of them. She caught Jay’s eyes as she left the stage and gave him a smile and a wink.

			A short humorous skit followed, and then the number Jay was in began. There was no real dancing in it. He merely had to circle around the buxom woman in a spangled evening gown and sing harmony on the choruses of her song. It wasn’t even a challenging song, predictable melodramatic stuff. Within minutes, the piece was over and Jay and the other boys escorted Lady Estrella offstage.

			Easy. Too easy. He wanted his spotlight back. He wanted his solo performance, and he wanted his wardrobe and the adulation of his crowd, an audience who understood his artistry. He missed Jean Michel as if that part of him were some sort of twin he couldn’t do without.

			But at least he was making a bit of cash, and, God willing, he wouldn’t be in London for too long. Surely Nigel would quickly see that Paris was the only place a pair like them could thrive freely.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Nigel lived in a happy haze. His work, which had been dull lately, now progressed without much effort or notice on his part. He continued to hum over his numbers, and lived for the hours after work and after Jay’s performances in the theatre. Those precious minutes when only they two inhabited the world.

			All of Nigel’s restless need to leave the house dissipated. In fact, he was impatient with any time spent away from home. Why listen to music or watch a play when they might be alone together? Nothing fascinated him more than Jay’s conversation, Jay’s laughter, Jay’s crooning sweet songs to him, Jay’s body.

			The dry, sensible voice inside reminded him that this sort of infatuation couldn’t last or great portions of the population would walk around befuddled. But until that particular sun set in his world, he was out in the light, nearly dazzled by joy.

			He tried to come up with ways to suggest that Jay remain with him and never go back to Paris. How wonderful it would be to come home to Jay every evening, greeting him at the door. They might go to the seaside together. And soon they’d go to the country. Yes, he’d try to arrange some leave before the winter set in properly.

			Nigel found the opening he needed when Jay came home exhausted and complaining one night. “The audiences are shrinking, not growing. I think Mr. Height fails to spread the word about his music hall.”

			“Perhaps you could quit?” Nigel asked. He stopped pretending to examine the post and shifted back on his heels. “In fact, you could leave the profession altogether if you wished.”

			“And survive on a diet of air, I suppose?”

			“I’d support you. I would be so glad to do that for as long as you needed me to.” For the rest of our lives, he wanted to say, but didn’t dare.

			He expected Jay to break into a happy smile. Instead, Jay tilted his head to the side and examined Nigel, his mouth a thin line.

			“There’s a word for people who do that, and it’s not polite,” Jay said at last. Easy-going Jay rarely had steel in his voice, but clearly something ruffled his calm.

			Nigel frowned. The only word he could think of was “wife”, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to say it out loud. “Well, I say, one doesn’t expect you to organize the household accounting or arrange menus or that sort of thing. Whatever it is they do all day.”

			Jay’s scowl vanished, and he began to laugh.

			“What’s so amusing?”

			“You were thinking of the word ‘wife’, weren’t you?”

			Nigel nodded. “But naturally I shan’t think of you that way.” Although, come to think of it, wife came dangerously close to the role he’d assigned to Jay.

			“The word I came up with also started with ‘W’—whore,” Jay said.

			“What? No, no.” Nigel waved a hand as if erasing it from the air. He scratched the back of his neck. “From what I understand, the, ah, objectionable part of that…that kind of thing…”

			“Whoring,” Jay supplied. He no longer seemed upset. Instead, he wore a warm smile.

			“Yes. That. Beyond the, ah, sexual nature of the profession…” He stalled out.

			Jay sniggered again. “We are well past worrying about that, I suppose. Go on. What were you going to say?”

			“The people who do that kind of thing only pretend the affection. Do you see? I think you have real regard for me, and I do for you and…and…” He hated the fact that his face went hot, for he knew he turned red. He hurried on before Jay should think he was fishing for some kind of declaration of affection. “Forgetting all the words that start with W or X or Y, what I suggest is a reasonable solution. You stay here. We carry on as we are now doing.”

			Thinking about the “carrying on” brought up some exciting pictures. His face drew into an involuntary leer.

			“Ah, Nigel, you do tempt a man.”

			“Excellent. Give in to temptation. We shall live as two comfortable old friends sharing lodging. Nothing suspect in that.”

			Jay shook his head. “I’m already shrinking. I miss my life in Paris, and, try as I might, I can’t reproduce it here.”

			Nigel gnawed the edge of his thumbnail. This was disastrous. Jay would succumb to his need for his old life and fly away. There was only one solution.

			Nigel declared, “We should go out. Yes, we’ll find something pleasant to do here in London. I know there are places where men gather who are… Places where men who prefer—”

			Jay interrupted. “They gather to find people to fuck.”

			Nigel winced at the word but carried on. “I am not certain how to find a spot you’d find amusing or people you’d appreciate, but I will find them. London is not a wasteland.”

			“I’m aware of the spots to go. Remember, I lived here most of my life. Although these places tend to shift and move and I have been away for four years.” Jay threw his coat on a chair, then walked over to Nigel and pulled him into a hug. “Anyway, I am tired tonight, and that’s why I complained. I appreciate you, and I’d love to show you how much. I have something that will liven me up in no time at all.”

			The coca elixir contained in Jay’s little vials appeared to simultaneously relax and invigorate him. Although Nigel refused Jay’s offer for him to try it, he could not see that it did his friend any harm. But there certainly seemed to be a never-ending supply of the stuff. Nigel couldn’t help wondering how Jay replenished it and if he might have some difficulty going through a day without it.

			The next day at work, Nigel walked from his office to the counter, where a man named Mr. Culpepper perched, as always surprisingly elegant for someone on a tall stool. Nigel rarely exchanged any words with Culpepper, who was handsome and tended to gaze at him as if vaguely surprised that such an unworthy being shared air with him.

			He was extraordinarily well-dressed for a man on a clerk’s salary, and his hair was parted in the middle, slicked back and glossy, not a strand out of place.

			“May I help you, sir?” Culpepper put down his pencil and slid off the stool. “Have I gotten any sums wrong?”

			“No, not at all.”

			“Oh, sainted mother. That’s such a relief.” Culpepper’s exaggerated response made Nigel want to smile, though he mustn’t encourage his cheek. The man managed to exude a total lack of respect without ever using any disrespectful language. It was a talent that drove most of his superiors to the brink of firing him. Nigel had always rather admired the way he didn’t seem to give a snap about any of them.

			Nigel said, “I have a friend visiting from Paris, and he’s bored with London. I thought perhaps you might have some suggestions for places we might go that are entertaining.”

			“Me?” Culpepper’s usual sneer transformed into an actual smile. He grabbed a piece of foolscap and his pencil, scribbled some words and handed them over. “I think I know what you want.” His voice dropped to a confidential whisper, which naturally made other clerks at the counter look up. “Mind you don’t allow anyone from this place to see you there. Although I suppose if you should see one of us there, then neither you nor the other gent will talk.”

			“I don’t want anything too risqué, Culpepper.” Nigel felt a twinge of alarm. He’d wanted to entertain Jay and to keep him happy. He did not want to hurt his own reputation or damage his family name.

			One more time he was reminded that, in the eyes of society, he’d done more than besmirch himself. He’d broken all sorts of rules, ecumenical, judicial—not to mention the laws of good taste. For a brief moment, horror seized him. But he was used to those moments of dismay by now. They never struck when he was with Jay, nor when he thought about Jay—only when he thought about the rest of the world. The deep-down consternation hit now, but he only froze for a second or two.

			“This is not a comprehensive list, Mr. Warren. Not by any means.” Culpepper’s smile still appeared genuine. His voice dropped again. “If anyone else here had asked, I would’ve professed ignorance. But you’re a straight arrow. You wouldn’t go babbling about the bank like a merry brook.”

			Nigel tucked away the note and thanked Culpepper. He felt awkwardly touched by the man’s confidence.

			That evening, he handed over the list to Jay, who had the day off from singing. Jay looked it over. “Oh I remember this place.” He smiled briefly. “But I don’t think I want to go back there. The owner and I… Well. The rest sound entirely shady, which is perfect. Let us go out immediately.”

			Nigel put on his hat and coat, and they headed into the drizzling fog to discover a part of London he knew nothing about.

			He couldn’t drink and dance, not the way Jay could. Nigel sat at a rickety cloth-covered table in a corner of a restaurant while Jay charmed three men and a woman who sat at the table next to them. She wore bright clothes and brighter lipstick. Nigel had never sat so close to anyone so colorful, and she fascinated him—though even in somber London proper men’s clothes, Jay seemed more vivid.

			By ten o’clock Jay and the woman were singing together. By eleven, Jay was dancing on the large table pushed into a corner. He wasn’t alone. Several other men thumped and kicked and bellowed along with him.

			The musicians, a pianist and two violinists, slammed out all sorts of odd tunes, mostly waltzes, Nigel supposed.

			Nigel drank ale, watched and smiled. The establishment—restaurant? pub? small music hall?—was hardly well lit, but when Jay came back to the table, panting for breath, Nigel could see the light shining in Jay’s eyes turned them bright and wild.

			The tonic Jay took was having an effect.

			Should he say something? Nigel didn’t want to be a scold, but he worried. “You ought not mix that ale with your, uh, medication.”

			Jay tossed back the rest of the beer in his glass and set it down firmly on the table. He stood with hands on hips. He’d pulled off his jacket so he wore shirtsleeves and a waistcoat. The shirt was white and seemed to glow in the dim light, and his hair was a mess. Lithe, lovely and…annoyed? “What’s wrong?” Nigel asked.

			Jay waved a hand in irritation, and even that small gesture was elegant. “You’re not enjoying yourself. You’re not dancing.”

			“I’m watching you dance.” Nigel leaned forward and planted his elbows on the table. “I derive more pleasure from that than you can imagine. I like watching you enjoy yourself.”

			Jay’s glittering eyes softened. “I wasn’t having that much fun. I was trying to make you jealous, you know, flirting with them.”

			“Oh.” Nigel picked up his glass and drank the flat ale. “Why?”

			Jay laughed. “Because I have had too much to drink, I suspect. And because I wanted to see you display passion.”

			“I show you passion every time we are alone.” Nigel’s heart beat faster. Why would Jay want him to behave like an idiot? A few days ago, he wouldn’t have said anything. He might have held on to the surge of anger, but the words came out. “Jealousy is ugly. And…and I don’t understand why you want me to turn into a savage.”

			Jay shook his head, still smiling. “I don’t. Not anymore.” He dropped into the chair next to him. “I should have known it wouldn’t work.”

			Jay longed for another drink, but knew Nigel’s face would crease in worry. He traced a pattern on the tablecloth with his forefinger.

			“Why did you want to make me jealous?” Nigel asked.

			Jay met his eyes. When in the name of holy hell did those large dark eyes become so gorgeous? He should have noticed them right away when they’d first met. He hadn’t seen. He’d been blind. “I don’t know,” he admitted at last. “I think perhaps because if you danced with another man or woman or horse or anything… If you looked at anyone else the way you’re looking at me…” His voice trailed off. He’d be a fool to admit the power Nigel held over him, but then again, this was Nigel. He was safe, yet he wasn’t dull.

			This man he’d thought was plodding and stolid when they’d met, carried passion buried deep within him, and he longed to see it in every aspect of their lives, not just the bedroom. But if he danced on tables or picked fights with Jay, he wouldn’t be Nigel, would he?

			Jay sighed and picked up the empty glass to drain the last drops. “I think I want to be able to snap my fingers and have you come to heel every time I do.”

			Nigel laughed, and it wasn’t a happy sound. “I do come to heel, Jay. You know that. I have since the night we met.”

			“Ah, but lately I do too. If you were to snap and point, there I’d be.” He sighed and crossed his arms over his chest. “And I think that frightens me.”

			“Oh.”

			Jay supposed that Nigel would grin in triumph to know that he wielded such power over Jay. Instead, Nigel thumped back in his chair and blinked a few times. “Oh. Yes, that would be awful for you.”

			“What?” The pressure in Jay’s chest lessened. “Why do you say that?”

			“A person like you would not want to be domesticated.”

			Jay’s dark mood vanished at once. “Is that what you call it?”

			Nigel nodded solemnly. “You’re so happy and easy, I’d hate to see you feel wretched because of me. I promise not to dance with any men, women, horses, cats and dogs. But you can. You should.”

			“But that makes no sense.”

			“I don’t want to change you, Jay.”

			“Ha, and I was just figuring out the same about you.”

			They grinned at each other across the small table. Someone, a lanky lad whose name eluded Jay, sashayed over to them and touched Jay on the shoulder. “Come along, sweet boy, dance with me.”

			Jay shook his head, which swam, but only a little. “Not at the moment. I’m resting.”

			“It’s almost one,” the man said. “This place was supposed to shut down hours ago, so we might not have much time.”

			“Almost one?” Nigel rubbed his face.

			Jay wondered why Nigel looked so appalled, and then he recalled. “You must be at work tomorrow morning. This morning.”

			“Oh drat,” the man said. “The music’s stopped already.”

			He leaned against a column and watched Jay disconsolately. Jay jumped up. He grabbed Nigel by the forearm and dragged him up from his chair. “I was going to force you to dance, but I’ll take you home and tuck you into bed instead.”

			He pulled on his jacket and seized his overcoat and hat while Nigel did the same.

			“Ha, lucky sot,” the lanky one called after them as Jay and Nigel weaved around the nearly empty tables. The musicians were indeed packing up.

			How had it gotten so late?

			“Which one of us is he calling lucky?” Jay asked as he nodded good night to one of his new acquaintances.

			“I am the lucky one, of course,” Nigel said.

			Outside in the chilled air that was thick with drizzle and fog, Jay’s head cleared almost at once. “You should have told me you needed to leave hours ago,” he scolded Nigel as they made their way along the narrow street to Piccadilly to find a hansom.

			“I didn’t know. I didn’t check my watch.” Nigel pulled in a long breath. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

			“Yes, for the most part.” As he’d danced and sung, Jay once again realized he missed Paris. The small, dingy establishment seemed a poor imitation of the places he loved, just as the music hall where he sang in London was a sad establishment compared to M. Dulac’s cabaret. And, of course, there was his silenced songbird, Jean Michel. Jay hadn’t worn anything but trousers since arriving in London. A man’s vest and coat were beginning to feel more like a straitjacket every day.

			He considered dropping the subject, but he wasn’t the sort to hide his feelings. Besides, this was a way to warn Nigel. “I miss my friends. I’d grown so used to thinking of them as nuisances, I’d forgotten they are truly my friends.”

			Nigel walked for a few minutes in silence, grumbling as he splashed into a puddle in the dark. He said, “There are other places on that list Culpepper gave me. We’ll visit them.”

			“Hmm.” Jay felt like a brute—he must be more appreciative of Nigel’s efforts to entertain him. He tentatively asked, “Will you be able to work tomorrow?”

			“Certainly.” Nigel sounded confident.

			“When will you know about the promotion?”

			“Soon. I hope.”

			Jay tried not to hope Nigel wouldn’t get the job. He did hope, of course, but Nigel needn’t know. “You’re excited about that chance, aren’t you?”

			“Oh yes.” Nigel hunched his shoulders as rain began to patter down. Jay couldn’t even feel the drops.

			Nigel walked faster and said something. Jay trotted after him. “What did you say?”

			“It’s the opportunity I’ve been working toward since I took the position in the bank.”

			Jay couldn’t think of any sort of answer to that.

			For now, Nigel was his, and never mind the future. Jay had practice with that sort of avoidance. He looped his arm through Nigel’s and, ignoring the rising headache brought on by a need for medication, matched his steps to Nigel’s quick pace.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			When life changed, it happened quickly, abruptly and without warning. As he walked whistling toward the bank, Nigel pondered this simple and obvious fact, which he supposed every person did at some point during the course of a life. Deaths. Births. Finding a lover. Gaining a promotion. Pivotal moments that were sometimes obscure until later when one looked back and saw clearly the fork in the road and the path not taken. He’d blundered onto that path back in Paris—one he’d never have picked for himself but now…

			A few months ago, he’d never have guessed at the changes careening toward him. He’d gone to Paris with his mind on nothing but business and discovered an entirely new aspect of life. Then Turner had put his name up for promotion. Most importantly, Jay had come to London to be with him. Such pleasure and joy. Such friendship and sharing of the mundane details of life. Nigel certainly couldn’t imagine returning to the life he’d lived before Jay exploded like a comet into it.

			He stopped whistling his cheerful tune to stifle a yawn before entering the bank. Almost two weeks of sleepless hours spent with Jay at late-night clubs and then wrestling in the sheets were taking a toll. One of these evenings, he’d have to stay home and catch up on his rest.

			Nigel entered the lobby of the bank with its vaulted ceiling and stately columns and vast marble floor that might put a cathedral to shame. It was a church of sorts, the church of commerce and finances. He was proud to be a priest in that sacred endeavor—and soon, a bishop. Nigel smiled at the thought.

			He tipped his head to the row of tellers in their barred cages and continued on through the door that led to the offices and the vault. Several of the junior clerks, Mr. Culpepper included, stood in a cluster muttering about something like fishwives in the marketplace. Always gossiping, these fellows, whenever they could sneak a moment from the watchful eyes of their supervisors. At the sight of Nigel, the group immediately disbanded, each man hurrying off to his place.

			He shook his head but smiled. Such improper behavior at work used to irritate him. Now he found it amusing. He supposed Jay had softened and changed him in many ways. Culpepper gave Nigel a brief nod and a wink before climbing onto his stool. Perhaps the junior clerks had heard about his promotion. Maybe it was going to happen today. Nigel went into his office where Reggie Porter glanced up from his work, then looked quickly down again with only a whisper of a greeting. Understandable. Reggie must have heard about the advancement too. He was jealous of Nigel’s success. But Nigel had put in many more years than the other man and deserved it more.

			“Mr. Turner has asked to see you when you arrive,” Porter said. “In his office.”

			“Thank you.” Nigel glanced at the clock on the wall to find he was nearly ten minutes late for work. Tardiness was hardly a quality he wanted to exhibit when he was being considered for the most important career change of his life. He be more careful and not allow Jay to drag him into last-minute lingering embraces before he headed out the door in the mornings. Well, things would change once he had this promotion to manager. He would recommit himself to work and keep his after-hours affairs strictly under control. It was possible to have everything he wanted, if he managed his time better.

			At his knock, Turner’s thin and rather petulant voice called, “Come in.”

			Nigel entered and bowed his head to the older man. “Good day, sir.”

			“Take a seat, Mr. Warren.”

			Nigel’s excitement at the prospect of hearing his promotion had gone through dimmed as he perched on the edge of the hard chair across the desk from his supervisor. The man’s attitude did not suggest good news, but then Turner’s demeanor was generally one of displeasure.

			The manager pushed his wire-rimmed spectacles up the bridge of his nose and regarded Nigel. “Mr. Warren, are you committed to your work here at Herries Farquhar and Co.?”

			“Yes, of course, sir.” Now that his anticipation had faded somewhat, unease began to take its place.

			Turner steepled his fingers and continued to stare with those relentless brown eyes. “Because one would think from your behavior recently that you did not respect either yourself or the institution that employs you.”

			Nigel’s stomach dropped to his shoes. Something terrible was happening. He hadn’t been this frightened since he was a schoolboy sent to the headmaster’s office for an uncharacteristic transgression.

			“I apologize for being late, sir. It shan’t happen again.”

			“This isn’t the first time you’ve arrived a few minutes late or at the stroke.” Turner waved a hand. “But that is the least of our concerns.”

			Our, meaning not only Mr. Turner but others at the bank. Nigel swallowed and didn’t speak another word lest he make things worse for himself. What all did they know? Had they somehow heard about his houseguest? Who would have shared such information?

			“It’s been brought to my attention that you’ve made a new friend, a performer at Royal Holburn Music Hall. Such a friendship is most unsuitable for one of our employees.” Turner continued to stare as his words hung in the air, pregnant with meaning. He hinted at knowing the nature of such a relationship and warned that it was unacceptable.

			Nigel couldn’t speak because he couldn’t even think. His mind ran like a starving rat at the bottom of an empty barrel, round and round, searching for a way out. Who would have spoken of him and Jay to Mr. Turner? Culpepper! He was the only one who knew even a little about Nigel’s after-hours life. In service to his own advancement, the falsely friendly prat had turned on him.

			“I-I hardly know what to say, Mr. Turner. Yes, I have become acquainted with one of the singers at the Holburn. He’s an interesting fellow, and we have gone out together on occasion. That’s all there is to it.”

			“A man in that profession is hardly a suitable friend for any reputable person. One might question what you could possibly find in common.” Another suggestive pause as Turner waited for an answer.

			Oh, how Nigel wanted to yell that it wasn’t any of his business. His private life wasn’t the bank’s concern. So long as he did his job well, that was all that should matter. But of course he couldn’t say that.

			“I became familiar with Mr. Bertrand while attempting to make the acquaintance of Sally Springer, a dancer at the Holburn,” Nigel said. “The man offered to make an introduction, and as we talked, I quite enjoyed his company. We went out together several times after that.”

			Nigel had no idea why this lie bubbled up and out of his mouth. And it wouldn’t protect him, not really. Hadn’t he already said something about a friend visiting from Paris? He despised prevaricators, and this turned him into one with no excuse other than self-protection. Misery washed through him.

			Jay would understand why he lied. Nigel was sure of that. He never hid his own true nature, but he had to know that Nigel must.

			His misery only increased when, for the first time since Nigel had entered the office, Mr. Turner relaxed slightly. He sat back in his chair while continuing to regard Nigel searchingly.

			“Ah! Well, you wouldn’t be the first or the last young man to become interested in a chorus girl. But such an affiliation is not to your advantage. And I think you could see how some people might interpret your close ‘friendship’ with a male performer as meaning something else entirely. Why, if you hadn’t told me about the girl, I might have wondered myself.”

			Bile rose in Nigel’s throat as the transcendent relationship he shared with Jay was reduced to something dirty and small by Turner’s sneering tone. “I believe I understand, sir.”

			“Herries Farquhar and Co. has a solid reputation, and as an employee, you represent the bank at all times. What you do reflects well or poorly on the institution. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, sir,” Nigel gritted through clenched teeth.

			Turner tapped his fingers on his desk blotter. “I will tell you the truth, Mr. Warren. It was one of the other managers who spotted you in the alley of the theatre walking arm and arm with that man in what he considered far too friendly a fashion. The manager was engaged in a similar activity to yourself—hoping to enjoy the friendship of a chorus girl. Not quite appropriate either, but that’s beside the point. So, do you understand what I’m saying to you?”

			Nigel nodded. Not Culpepper after all then. Of course not, or the man could have told Mr. Turner so much more, and would have exposed too much about himself in the telling.

			Turner continued. “As your manager, I’ve watched you work tirelessly at your job with never a waver until now, but these late nights and questionable associations must end immediately. Now for the good news. Within a week, you’ll be informed that the promotion is yours on a trial basis. The other managers agree that you must sever your connections at the theatre and toe the line. No more hijinks better left to young men at university. You can’t afford to indulge in such activities—not if you wish to remain in your position.”

			“Yes, sir,” Nigel answered dully.

			“You are dismissed. Return to your work and let’s not have another report such as this.” Mr. Turner turned his attention to papers on his desk, ending the conversation.

			Report, not incident, Nigel reflected. They only cared about the appearance of propriety.

			Nigel rose and walked out. The elation he’d felt less than a half hour earlier had completely vanished. Whistling, for God’s sake! Like a child without a care in the world. He should have known better, should have seen trouble coming.

			Of course, he couldn’t have it all. Of course, Jay couldn’t continue to live in his home without the neighbors and servants asking questions, nor could Nigel continue to attend clandestine clubs without insidious rumors eventually reaching the ears of Mr. Turner or one of the other directors. Life wasn’t that simple, and secrets never remained secrets.

			But what was he to do? He didn’t want Jay out of his world, couldn’t imagine life without him. There must be some way he could have his cake and eat it too. Perhaps a small apartment for Jay where they could meet on occasion—but certainly no more running around London together. That might be the only way, and surely Jay would agree to it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Jay took another drink and sank into a happy haze, sitting and singing with his friends from the Holburn. He lingered after every show, going to the pub or to one of his new friends’ flats to celebrate another show accomplished. Not much to be proud of, nothing like his star turn as Jean Michel, but at least he had some money coming in and something to do while he waited for Nigel to come home at night. Hell, he couldn’t take one of the evening performances even if it were offered, since that time was reserved for Nigel.

			And certainly their living arrangement couldn’t last. If he ever tore his blinders off, Nigel must see that. Sharing lodging on staid and respectable Stark Lane was impossible long term. People would talk.

			Besides, Jay was reaching the end of his patience at biding his time in London. He’d visited his uncle often, gotten this less than desirable job and filled the rest of his time with drinking and indulging in the elixir that made everything endurable. But he wasn’t happy, and he wanted to go home.

			Trouble was, he didn’t want to go by himself. After almost two weeks with Nigel, he’d grown more and more certain that he couldn’t do without this man. He needed Nigel. But he needed him in Paris.

			Tonight was the night he was going to talk to Nigel about it. He’d lay out his very good reasons for them both to emigrate. Paris was a more open city, more cosmopolitan, more artistic, more everything. Nigel could get his bank to transfer him there, or find some other financial institution to work in. He could continue to live the life he was accustomed to, more or less, while Jay could resume the persona he craved and command a stage once again. A perfect situation.

			The more Jay drank of both liquor and elixir, the more certain he was that Nigel would see the wisdom of his very smart plan. Liquid courage fortified him as he said good-bye to Sally, Angus, Barry and the others and headed back toward the stuffy atmosphere of Stark Lane. Not all stuffy, since Nigel awaited him there with kisses and touches of a most salacious nature, but the house itself and the neighborhood were so respectable, Jay wanted to tear off all his clothes and strut singing down the street to stir up the placid inhabitants.

			Jay had a key now and entered the house to find Nigel not yet home. Mrs. Cubbins had set out their dinner, then left. She understood the new routine, and Jay wondered if she also understood the reason for their desire for privacy. The woman wasn’t stupid. But soon it wouldn’t matter what she thought or what she might whisper to other servants about her suspicions. Nigel would leave this house behind—the home he’d grown up in, the home he’d outgrown—and come to Paris with Jay.

			Starving, Jay pulled a lid off one of the salvers to taste the beef Wellington that was to be their dinner tonight. Rich and meaty, it filled him nicely. He would certainly miss Nigel’s cook. Perhaps they could drag him and Mrs. Cubbins to France. And Sarah the maid might enjoy France too. The thought made him smile. Nigel would scold him for gossiping with the servants, but he liked the people who worked here.

			He grabbed a fork from the table and began to shovel in the meat, all the while still marshaling his arguments for Nigel like a regiment of soldiers. When he heard the front door open, Jay sucked his fork clean and guiltily jammed the cover back on the serving tray with a clang. He hurried from the dining room to greet Nigel in the front hallway.

			“How was your day, darling?” Jay affected a feminine falsetto. “Mine was so trying. I had to let go a maid caught stealing our silver, and the Norrises have refused our dinner invitation. Whatever are we to do?”

			Nigel smiled but didn’t play along. In fact, a frown shadowed his face like an errant cloud. He accepted Jay’s kiss and kissed him back, but the frown hardly faded.

			“What’s the matter?” Jay asked seriously. “Trouble at the office?”

			“A bit, actually.” Nigel hung his coat and hat and walked with Jay into the sitting room—ah, that straitlaced room in which they’d crashed together so passionately the first time Jay had come to this house.

			“Sit down, please,” Nigel said. “I need to talk with you, and I don’t suppose it will keep until after dinner. I’m too…concerned.”

			Worried now, Jay sat on the sofa and faced Nigel. “I wanted to talk about something too, so I’m glad to clear the air sooner rather than later. I’ve been thinking about our living situation.”

			“Speak first. My news can wait,” Nigel offered.

			Jay folded his hands, palm to palm against his belly the way he used to when he sang solo in the church choir. Then he unfolded them, because really, he refused to be nervous about it. Excited yes, because this was a well thought out plan.

			“I think that you and I are happy together.”

			Nigel’s smile wasn’t as broad as Jay would have expected and his voice was soft. “Yes.”

			“We are happy,” Jay said again, because it was a lovely thought. He hadn’t even known he wanted more than a pleasant few weeks or months playing with his banker. This discovery was a gift. “But I think we can be even happier. I know we can.”

			He rose and began to pace. “You are good at your work, and if you get this promotion that you want, yes, that’s fine for you. But I think you can shine anywhere.”

			“What are you trying to say?”

			Jay gave a single nod. He had been beating about the bush, a little. “I need to go back to France. I want you to come with me.” He began to list his reasons, going on about wings and flight and how cramped this London existence had become for him.

			Nigel had a good job and a nice house, but life could offer so much more than that, certainly. And if Nigel grew too melancholy, well, perhaps they could spend some time in London too. Jay finished with, “As for work, I’m sure someone among all my friends would know of a job for you. Your skills are suited for work in any city. How about that man you mentioned, the one at Chauve-Souris? Now I remember—M. Lamont. You seemed to like him, and he might know of something.” He stopped speaking, because, really, no need to keep babbling.

			Nigel didn’t move or speak for a long minute. Jay looked at him. Nigel, the man who adored him, worshiped him, would jump at this invitation.

			Apprehension crept along Jay’s spine. Nigel wasn’t meeting his eye.

			“No.” Nigel’s voice was firm. “And I wanted to speak to you about the future too. I’ve gotten the promotion.”

			“Congratulations. I’m so proud!” Jay tried to sound enthusiastic and knew he did a good job of acting. “This is wonderful! See? You’re so clever at your job. Think of how impressed French officials—”

			“I can’t live in France. I don’t know the language. I wanted to talk, tonight, because of that promotion. The position is mine, but there are stipulations.”

			“Hmm.” Better to grunt at the man than describe his frustration. This longed-for promotion complicated things.

			“This evening I came up with another idea and have to discuss it with you. I’d thought that we might find a place for you here.”

			Jay didn’t like most of what Nigel had to say but that phrase confused him. “A place? What do you mean? A place at the bank? I’d be terrible at that sort of work.”

			Nigel rubbed his face, a habit he had when confronting difficult emotion. How much Jay knew about him…and how little as it turned out.

			Nigel didn’t seem to have heard him, so Jay repeated, “What do you mean, a place here?”

			“In London. An apartment. A pied-a-terre.” Nigel looked utterly miserable—sadder than Jay could recall.

			“Go on, Nigel.”

			“I was called in for a talk today, with my supervisor, Mr. Turner.”

			“Yes, you got the position. We should be celebrating.”

			The man looked gutted. Damn. It must be the thought of losing his new promotion if they moved. The loss would hurt him too much. Jay hadn’t understood how much Nigel wanted the job, but obviously his longing for the position had been stronger than Jay had guessed.

			That bleak expression on Nigel’s face told Jay the sacrifice of this job wouldn’t be possible. Jay stifled a sigh and tried to think of an answer that would suit. “Well. All right. Never mind France tonight. You mustn’t be so sad the day you find out such good news. We can find some way to make our lives work. After all, Paris isn’t so far away. Perhaps I could go there for a month every now and again. I’m sure Dulac will come up with a plan—he likes me, after all. Perhaps I might be a guest performer at the club. I suspect my flatmate Merde wouldn’t even notice if I vanished half the year or longer, especially if I paid rent year round.”

			He chewed on the inside of his lip to stop himself from protesting his disappointment. He would learn to live in London after all—and for only part of his life. Jay smiled at Nigel, who was worth the compromise. The way seemed clear. Yes, he would spend too much time going back and forth across the channel, but he would be happy. Lost in this new plan, he missed the first few words Nigel had spoken.

			“It was about the job, yes, but it was more than that. I don’t think we could flit across to Paris all the time. I can imagine only rare visits. I must live in London and…we’d find a place for you to live.”

			Jay began to get the gist. “But not here on Stark Lane?”

			“Because of the stipulations.”

			Nigel fell silent. Filled with dread, Jay prompted him. “Stipulations?”

			“I’ve been told I can’t be seen in the company of a man who doesn’t…who isn’t…” He stopped trying to stammer out the ugly truth, and, incredibly, he smiled. “Or you could also take up my offer and allow me to support you. I appreciate your act a great deal. You could play the part of Jean Michel privately for me, you know. I’m a very appreciative audience.”

			Nigel didn’t understand him after all. Not at all.

			Jay, fool that he was, tried to explain. “Jean Michel isn’t merely for the money or the adulation. You’re saying I should change me. That person is me, gowns and all. Not merely an act. This is why I miss France. I miss a part of myself. You seem to think Jean Michel is about playing dress-up, but she’s so much more than that.” He shook his head.

			He’d tried once before, that day at the fair, to explain not only the enjoyment he took in the clothing or the makeup, but in becoming Jean Michel. Evidently he’d failed in making Nigel understand the depth of his need to put on the gowns and the person he became when he wore them. Jay slumped against the wall, because the world seemed to go gray for a moment and his heart beat far too fast and his belly turned upside down. He’d been a fool. God, he hated feeling like an idiot.

			The bitterness came out in his voice. “I understand. You can’t have me here. You can’t be seen with a man who’s obviously queer. Oh yes. Of course it wouldn’t do for a bank manager, would it?”

			Nigel interrupted. “If you want to keep working, it’s not so dire, truly. We’d find you an apartment. A little place nearer your work. And I’d go there nearly every day. Nothing need change.”

			Jay pushed away from the wall so violently a picture went cock-eyed. “No.”

			“Good Lord, Jay, please. Won’t you at least consider compromise?”

			How dare the bastard shout at him? Jay didn’t shout back. He lowered his voice to a sharp whisper. “Ha. That’s exactly what I was doing, planning my compromises. I’d live much of the year in a city I don’t think of as home. I’d pretend to be a housewife when I loathe that role. Yes, I will hide to a degree. But what you want, that’s too much.”

			He managed to take several long breaths. Already his hot anger was dying back, yet its brilliant burn had made several things clear.

			Neither of them could be happy. Nigel must lead a life filled with secrets and lies if he stayed with Jay. And Jay wouldn’t be dragged into a shadowy secondhand life again. He didn’t expect them to embrace in public or for Nigel to wear gowns or rouge or even to exchange long looks with him outside their home. But Nigel wanted Jay to play a part, and his main role, if he stayed in London, would be as a gentleman’s guilty secret. Jay had worked too hard to find himself and then to find a place in the world, and he wasn’t going to hide.

			He walked to the door of the sitting room, fighting the urge to scream and enact a scene or strike Nigel or fling some sort of object at him. But he already knew he was on the edge of tears, and that was awful enough.

			“Jay!” Nigel called after him.

			As he stumbled down the hall to the room where he’d left his things, Jay’s thoughts were clear and strong. This scene only strengthened his resolve. His place was in Paris, and now he must return. Immediately.

			He looked around the room that he usually entered only to fetch his clothes—or rumple the bed to look as if he’d slept in it. A clean, uncluttered sort of a bedroom, with a bookshelf and washstand, and a grand wardrobe—all what you’d expect to find in a prosperous gentleman’s spare bedroom. He’d been in the house for weeks, and this room held no flavor of him.

			Jay threw his clothes into a bag. He’d have to send a letter to his uncle apologizing for his abrupt departure. That would have to go out soon, because he didn’t want the old duffer to worry. Thank God for the plans ticking through his brain, because otherwise his mind would be filled with howling and sobbing. Any breakdown would have to wait until he got on the boat for France.

			Hurry, hurry, he must leave at once. He mustn’t wait until he got past this frozen state, the mechanical shock of it, because if Nigel managed to stop him and kiss him, Jay might weaken.

			There’d been times in Jay’s life when he’d panicked because he didn’t have essential requirements. He’d had to find food or go hungry. He’d needed to find shelter or sleep in the snow without a roof over his head. This argument with Nigel created a more muddled sort of panic. The problem wasn’t as clear-cut, because Jay’s basic survival was assured and he’d even be comfortable if he gave in to Nigel’s plan. What he wanted now was less immediate, unless he made the whole thing urgent. So he must.

			Melodramatic Jean Michel, he thought at last and began to fold his shirts more carefully. Yes, but he needed to move forward, and acting out a drama would push him out of this cozy house, away from Nigel’s strong, capable embrace, back into the only life he knew fit him.

			“Jay.” Nigel rapped lightly at the door. He would never bang on it and shout. Perhaps that was the problem. Nigel would never make a scene.

			“There’s nothing more to say.” Jay went to the door and locked it.

			“We should talk,” Nigel said. “We’ll work something out. Jay, are you listening?”

			“No, I can’t listen.” The worst of the anger had fled, so he might as well explain. “I’m sorry, but it turns out I can’t compromise after all. I can adjust other parts of my life, but not who I am.” He buckled his bag and carefully sat next to it on the bed he’d never used. He wished he had a Bradshaw’s so he could plan.

			He would take the night service of London and South Western railway, southeast to Dover. Then the steamer from Dover to Calais. Even with the faster ships, the journey wasn’t so easy. He supposed his plan of going back and forth between the countries had been a silly one.

			Could he ever manage some way to have more of Nigel? For a moment, he imagined coming back to England on occasion to stay with Nigel for a fortnight here and there. The kisses alone would be worth it, and the rest of what they did in bed—oh, he could sob thinking of giving up that.

			The plan for casual occasional encounters might work if Jay’s heart wasn’t feeling smashed to bits. Perhaps they might take up again in a year or two…? He doubted it. But at least he couldn’t imagine despising Nigel the way he did Grenton. That was some consolation.

			Nigel spoke outside the door. “Jay?” He sounded strangled, as if fighting tears.

			It was easier to talk without those dark eyes staring at him. “Nigel. I care about you, I really do.” Jay swallowed, rubbed a thumb over the buckle of the bag, as he assembled the rest of the statement that would start with but I must…

			He started again. “I care about you, and I suspect I always shall, which I would never have guessed, Nigel. Never.”

			And the but I must part again failed him. Really, if Nigel didn’t see and understand, would Jay be able to explain?

			He might as well try. “I have been beaten for who I am, for what I am. I have sacrificed nearly everything so I could be honest with myself and as honest as possible in the world.”

			“I won’t let anyone beat you again.” Yes, he was definitely crying.

			Jay felt a surge of impatience—not with Nigel’s tears, which he thought were perfectly appropriate. “No need to protect me if I’m hiding, which is what you want me to do. Anyway, it’s not your job to protect me.”

			“What is my job?”

			“Bank manager, I expect.” Jay closed his eyes, counted to ten. “Please don’t. I don’t want this to be mean or petty. I plan on recalling that we had a wonderful time together.” As soon as the pain receded, he hoped that would be possible.

			Nigel said a few other things. He told Jay he loved him. He said they could find a place in London, and make it a perfect home for both of them. Nigel would hardly stay in this house at all. He would make plenty of time for Jay.

			Jay listened but didn’t answer, because Nigel didn’t really say anything new.

			He counted out his money—more than he’d expected—and wrote a letter to his uncle. Eventually, Nigel grew silent, and soft footsteps sounded as he walked away from the door. At two a.m., Jay hefted his bag, grabbed the letters he’d written and left the room. He passed the sitting room, where Nigel was asleep on the sofa, slumped on his side, still dressed in his somber bank suit. Jay fought the urge to wake him or kiss him. Too dangerous. He studied him instead, a long last look, then he walked out of the house.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			After his return from his fateful business trip to Paris, Nigel had struggled with restlessness, longing and a colorlessness in his life. But that period of discontent was nothing to what he experienced after parting from Jay for the second time.

			Before, the handsome man from France had been almost a daydream figure, vivid yet not quite real. Now, Nigel knew Jay intimately as a person and had become so attached to him, it felt as if a part of himself had been amputated.

			He worked as late as he could at the bank to avoid his empty house. He ate at his club, usually alone, avoiding any card games or other entertainment, and soon he stopped even eating there, because the socializing that took place seemed dreary and the conversation trivial. When he did return to his house, he wandered from room to room until he could stand the solitude no longer. Books or newspapers didn’t interest him. The idea of attending any sort of show at a theatre was impossible as it would only remind him of Jean Michel’s sultry voice singing a French ballad. His sense of loss was excruciatingly painful and made all the worse because it didn’t have to be that way. He and Jay should have been able to hammer out some sort of compromise.

			Nigel began to take to the streets, walking through quiet neighborhoods at night, marching until his feet were sore and he was exhausted enough to sleep when he at last reached his bed.

			The days were easier. He’d officially been promoted and Tucker began his instruction in his new duties. That kept him very busy. It was a different sort of work from what he’d been used to because, for the first time, he was in authority over others. It was no longer just Nigel and his columns of numbers. He would be expected to resolve problems and deal with personnel—an honor and a great responsibility.

			Yet it was hard to take pride in his new position or his new small yet private office. He had “arrived”, so to speak, but there was no one waiting for him on the dock with a welcoming smile as his ship came in.

			He was in mourning, but no one was dead. If he wanted to, Nigel could take a train, a ferry, another train, and be in Paris in less than two days’ time. The beloved face he most wished to see was still there. The voice still singing. The hands still long and elegant. The body strong and beautiful. And the eyes as stormy gray as ever.

			Jay still talked and walked and laughed and drank and danced and sang and probably made love, but Nigel wasn’t with him to witness it. He’d allowed true affection to slip away like smoke between his fingers.

			But on the days when he wasn’t moping and regretting, Nigel grew angry. Had what he’d offered really been so terrible? An apartment along with a stipend to ease Jay’s way, a safe little nest where they could be together, unbothered by the world? He hadn’t meant to suggest Jay would be like a mistress. Surely Jay understood that. It was the only possible way Nigel could imagine for them to continue on together without destroying his career.

			Like the pendulum of a clock, he swung back and forth between hurt and anger, pain and frustration, and with every minute, every day that clock ticked off, Nigel—rather than getting over his hurt—grew more and more mired in it. While disappointed in Jay for not appreciating Nigel’s predicament, he began to actively hate Turner and the other bank managers for putting him in such a quandary. Why couldn’t they have left well enough alone, turned a blind eye, so long as he was accomplishing his work?

			Two months post-Jay, and Nigel scarcely recognized the sour, foul-tempered individual he’d become. Not a word from Jay. Not even a message to say he’d arrived safely and was happy to be home in Paris. Nothing but silence.

			The pendulum ticked back the other way—isn’t this what Nigel deserved after completely ignoring Jay’s attempts at compromise? The man had been willing to travel back and forth across the channel, living a half life in two cities in order to create some balance between his affection for Nigel and the life he needed to live. Nigel hadn’t even heard what Jay was trying to say. He’d had his own agenda, his own all-important needs, and he’d been willing to box up Jay like a china doll in order to achieve them.

			One day, exactly like any other, Nigel trod the familiar path to the bank under gray clouds that perfectly matched his mood. He’d barely entered his office when Turner summoned him.

			What now? My tie is too wide? My hat on at too rakish an angle? My shoes aren’t polished highly enough to suit? Nigel sat heavily on the chair in Turner’s new office, once again facing his superior and realized with sudden clarity that no matter how high he rose in the bank hierarchy, Turner would always be above him.

			“I need to speak with you about one of our clerks,” Turner began without preamble. “You’re going to have to give him notice. As his direct superior, it’s your responsibility.”

			Nigel clenched his teeth, swallowed and then spoke, restraining his irritation. “All the clerks under me are performing admirably. I have no complaints about any of their work.”

			“It’s not a matter of his work. This comes from the board. Rumors have come to light—more than rumors, actually—that bring this man’s character into question.”

			“In what way? Is he charged with embezzlement? Falsifying documents? What are the charges, and who is the man?” Nigel seemed to have lost his ability to be deferential to his superior. He asked these questions aggressively and without tact.

			Turner frowned, his gaze piercing under those shaggy brows. “Ethan Culpepper. We don’t need to go into specific details of his behavior. Suffice to say he was spotted entering a certain venue with a reputation for…a specific sort of debauchery.”

			Culpepper’s secret life had come to light at last. It had only been a matter of time, since the man wasn’t nearly as circumspect as he ought to be. Hell, even Nigel had known, and before Jay, he hadn’t been what one could call an observant man. But Nigel couldn’t bear to go along with the orders from above on some vague charges. At the very least, he needed to hear Turner say them out loud.

			“What specifically is Mr. Culpepper being charged with? The man is an exemplary employee, and I refuse to let him go without a concrete reason I can point to when I speak with him.” The challenge flowed too easily from his tongue, as if it had been waiting there to be called up at a moment’s notice.

			“Refuse?” Turner glared. “It is not your place to refuse. The decision has been made and no more clarity than that is required. You will talk to Culpepper, explain that his behavior is such that his association with Herries Farquhar and Co. must be severed. He will understand the underlying reason without any details mentioned.”

			Nigel’s mother used to have a small terrier, a ratter at heart. It would seize on to a tug-of-war toy and refuse to let go no matter how great the strength of the person holding the other end. The dog might be shaken this way or that, even be lifted off its feet, but would not let go. Nigel finally understood how little Zoe had felt.

			“By whom was he seen? What exactly was Culpepper doing to call his character into question, other than entering a…what sort of establishment, precisely?”

			“I have already told you. These details are not necessary for you to know,” Turner thundered.

			Nigel listened, horrified, as this terrier-like version of himself continued to growl and dig in. “They are if I’m the one who must fire the man. Am I to let him go without reference?”

			“Yes, of course! The bank wants no connection to this man, and certainly won’t endorse him to a new employee. Mr. Warren, don’t make this more difficult than it needs to be.”

			“May I remind you, sir, that fairly recently I was accused of inappropriate behavior by someone who leapt to conclusions about me,” Nigel pointed out. “I will not inflict the same misjudgment upon Mr. Culpepper. Not without knowing all the facts of the matter.”

			Nigel crossed his arms and relaxed into his chair, perhaps the first time he’d ever felt the back of the chair pressed against his own. He’d always been perched nervously on the edge of his seat while in Turner’s presence. Now he would sit there immovable as a rock until his boss spoke the words he waited to hear—the truth.

			Turner’s broad face had turned bright crimson. At last, he threw the accusation through gritted teeth like a javelin at Nigel. “Very well. A bathhouse. The sort where men go to meet other men. A place not mentioned in polite society, but which exists in the shadows. The depths of depravity that go on in such places… It’s unspeakable.” The man shook his head.

			“I see. Who is it who spotted Culpepper entering? And what was that person doing in such an area?”

			“It doesn’t matter! That is not your concern. Summon Mr. Culpepper and explain to him he is being let go. That is all you have to do.” Mr. Turner lowered his voice. “You have received the promotion you desired. Now is your opportunity to prove yourself. You are here to work for the bank, follow our standards and not establish your preferred codes of conduct, Mr. Warren. Your new position is to enforce our rules with the men in your department.”

			Nigel’s chest hurt, and he felt a little light-headed. Then he realized it was because he’d stopped breathing. He slowly inhaled. Exhaled. Allowed the pendulum on Mr. Culpepper’s clock to tick back and forth a half-dozen times before he spoke.

			“I’ve devoted my life to the bank. I’ve given…everything to my work. So you’ll understand, sir, if I wish to perform my job to the best of my ability. As a manager, I want the best possible men working under me. From what I’ve seen, Culpepper is an invaluable employee.”

			Another breath in. And another out, as Nigel watched his terrier-self take an even firmer grip on the rope.

			“I will not fire him, Mr. Turner. Not for the reasons you’ve given me. If the board wants him out—if you want him out—you must do it yourself.”

			The ultimatum had the effect of a bomb going off. Absolute shock made Turner’s face a nearly comical mask, frozen with his mouth open and his eyes wide.

			“You would defy the board’s wishes? For Ethan Culpepper?”

			“Yes, I’m afraid I must. Insubstantial accusations of behavior that has absolutely nothing to do with how Mr. Culpepper performs his work are not sufficient to let him go.”

			Turner appeared completely perplexed, as if a fish had learned to walk and talk and come dancing into his office on its fins. He stood, his chair scraping loudly against the floor and threw out an arm, pointing dramatically toward his door. “Get out. I’ll deal with you later.”

			Because he’s completely nonplussed, Nigel thought. Probably no underling had ever refused an order Turner gave.

			Nigel dipped his head in acknowledgment, got up and walked toward the door.

			As he opened it, Turner’s loud voice stopped him. “You don’t fool me, you know. Your kind bands together. That’s the only reason I can imagine for you protecting a pervert such as Culpepper. Before, I wasn’t certain about you and was willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. You claimed to be trying to gain an introduction to a chorus girl. I chose to believe you. But now I know what you are, sneaking about the city at night.”

			He said no more than that, a threat of future action, but it was enough to send Nigel out of the office with his heart pounding. Turner couldn’t fire him on the spot, much as he might like to. There was protocol to follow. But Nigel’s tenure at the bank was in serious jeopardy. His temper getting the best of him, he’d thrown away every ambition he’d ever entertained. He’d made his point but lost the position he’d given up so much for.

			Given up everything for! How was it he could stand up for Culpepper, a man he didn’t even like all that much, but hadn’t been able to dig in his heels about Jay?

			The sneering words “sneaking about the city at night”, God above, how they struck home, though not the way Turner had wished.

			Turner’s words brought him shame—but not for his affection for Jay. They reminded him how he had offered the man he professed to love a sneaking sort of a life, a mistress’s apartment. He would have relegated Jay to a dirty secret and dismissed the importance of his musical persona.

			Men in their position couldn’t easily live together as they might wish to, but Nigel could have offered Jay more respect than that. He should have recognized Jay’s needs as a performer, his ambitions and the very essence of who he was and tried to find some workable solution for them both. If only Nigel had been as fearless then as he’d been today, he wouldn’t be regretting his solitude every night.

			Partway between Mr. Turner’s office and his own, Nigel stopped walking again. The clerks at the counter, Culpepper among them, stared at him. Had they heard any of the argument? Turner had loudly hurled his final comments while the office door was open.

			Nigel met Culpepper’s gaze, and the man gave a slight inclination of his head, a sign of acknowledgment and thanks. But from the look in Culpepper’s eyes, he understood his days were numbered. One way or another, he’d be released without a reference after years of diligent work.

			If that was the world they lived in, it wasn’t worth it. There must be a better life than this. All in a rush, Nigel understood that half measures weren’t going to be enough for him any longer.

			“In for a penny, in for a bloody pound,” he muttered as he swiveled on his heel and marched down the hall. He paused outside the office to glance at a familiar portrait of a long-dead banker. No passion in that pale, stern face—and once Nigel would have admired that lack of emotion, that stiff upper lip, that gentlemanly restraint, but now he couldn’t even recall why he thought it admirable.

			He marched back into Turner’s office.

			Without bothering to close the door behind him, he said, “Mr. Turner, I regret to inform you I’m giving notice. You can take bloody Herries Farquhar and Co. and shove it up your arse.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			January 1902

			“Je vous laisse avec votre haine

			Mais laissez-moi partir loin de vous

			Moi, je meurs d’amour

			Moi, je meurs d’amour”

			The wistful final notes of the tune evaporated into the dark, smoky air of the club. The audience was silent for a respectful few moments, then burst into applause.

			Jean Michel wiped his eyes, careful not to smudge his eyeliner. He’d moved himself to tears with the sad tune and mournful words. But that wasn’t much of a challenge these days, when he was as likely to burst into showers as Paris in April. He had to remind himself daily that he was glad to be back here and that he didn’t regret the flat in London he hadn’t taken. A flat where he might be rolling in bed with Nigel at this very moment, or perhaps laughing over dinner, or sitting on the floor and talking about life and art and dreams of a future together.

			He straightened his back, swept a curtsy and gracefully swayed backstage.

			“Well done, cherie.” Roger, in her kimono over trousers, long black hair flipped over one shoulder, gave Jean Michel a hug scented with exotic, spicy perfume. “It’s been so long since I’ve come to one of your shows. I’d forgotten what an amazing artiste lives among us. Brava, ma belle!”

			Jean Michel grabbed Roger by the arm and dragged her toward the dressing room. “Since you’re here, you can help with my quick change. I must be let out of this straightjacket of a gown and can’t reach all the buttons on my own.”

			“I live to serve.” Roger’s clever fingers began to separate buttons from holes all the way up his back. “And so… Over the past months, you haven’t spoken much of your time in London. The uncle, he is well, yes?”

			“Mm-hm.” Jean Michel kicked off his shoes and searched for the next pair he needed.

			“And your English lover, also well? And you miss him, non?”

			“Not the time to discuss this, Roger,” he said breathlessly. “I can’t think about romance, I have to sing about it, and I need my next costume on in order to do that.”

			“You are a nightingale, and he wanted to cage you. Is that not the heart of the matter?” Roger might be a stage set designer, but she fancied herself a poet. Jay wished she would shut up—but Jean Michel was grateful for her help. She’d finished the buttons and now helped tug the skintight gown down his shoulders.

			“You flew away, back to Paris, yet, now you are here, it too seems like a cage.” Tears glistened in Roger’s wide green eyes. “Ah l’amour. It is a painful switch that strikes us again and again until we can’t tell pain from pleasure.”

			“Right.” Jean Michel grabbed the blue dress off its hanger and thrust his arms into the narrow sheath. Why were all his dresses like straight tubes, hugging his body? Oh right. For fashion’s sake. He looked damn good in them. Like a willowy girl without much cleavage—no more than what the light padding in the bodice of the gown gave him.

			Roger knelt to hold his slippers while Jean Michel slipped his large feet into them, and she looked up with a sympathetic smile. “Here is what will happen. You will mourn for one more month. No more, no less. And then you will put away your widow’s weeds and search for a new lover. That is the way of life. That fickle bitch l’amour cannot be contained for long.”

			“Wise advice, my friend.” Jean Michel refreshed his lip rouge with the aid of the mirror. “But I don’t know if I’ll be able to follow it. As they say, the heart wants what it wants.” Oh great, now he was starting to sound like Roger with her romantic platitudes. “Thank you for your support. I value having my friends around me.”

			Roger dragged him into another 4711 Eau de Cologne-scented hug, then Jean Michel pulled away to go wait in the wings for his next number. Another sad ballad. What had he been thinking of with this list?

			The piano began alone, drawing the crowd’s attention and setting the mood. Jean Michel glided onto the stage, his faux satin gown whispering around him, and waited for his spotlight. When the glare hit him, he blinked once, then opened his eyes wide to gaze out into the darkness, making every person feel that he’d seen them, was singing directly to them, even though the truth was he could hardly make out more than dark shapes.

			He opened his mouth and began to sing—in English, for a change, but not the rhyming claptrap one heard at the burlesque shows. This was a poem set to music. A composition a friend of his had written especially for him, stolen words courtesy of Yeats.

			“Fasten your hair with a golden pin,

			And bind up every wandering tress;

			I bade my heart build these poor rhymes:

			It worked at them, day out, day in,

			Building a sorrowful loveliness

			Out of the battles of old times.”

			Jean Michel strode the edge of the stage, singing a line to this person or that. Infusing the words he didn’t quite understand with so much significance there wasn’t a dry eye in the house. One didn’t have to completely understand poetry in order to feel it.

			He stopped stage left and looked down at the table there. Only one occupant, a man with a pale face turned up to him. A man who… Jean Michel squinted against the harsh stage lights, trying to make out the face, the form, but he couldn’t see well enough.

			He moved toward the steps that led down from the stage, stepped over the footlights and descended into the audience, treading carefully so as not to trip on the hem of his gown. Now in the darkness, with only the single spotlight on him, Jean Michel looked again at the man sitting alone stage left, and his heart began to thunder. His throat tightened so he could hardly choke out the next verse.

			“You need but lift a pearl-pale hand,

			And bind up your long hair and sigh;

			And all men’s hearts must burn and beat;

			And candle-like foam on the dim sand,

			And stars climbing the dew-dropping sky,

			Live but to light your passing feet.”

			He addressed the song solely to the man at the table, every word dedicated to that beloved face, so unexpected and so welcome.

			Nigel gazed back at him with rapt attention, as he had the very first night he’d come to Le Michou. If Jean Michel’s expression of adoration was anything close to the one Nigel wore, then everyone in the club watching must know they were lovers. Luckily, here no one would mind, since they were people who appreciated love in all its forms. In fact, a quiet “ahh” came from the audience as he nearly whispered the last few notes of the song, his voice choked with tears.

			Once more, silence greeted the final strains of the melody played by solo piano, then great applause and whistles followed. Jean Michel reluctantly turned away from Nigel long enough to accept the adulation with a curtsy. He looked at Nigel and indicated the backstage with a jerk of his head.

			Nigel nodded.

			Grateful that this had been his last number of the night, Jean Michel hurried backstage and to the dressing room where he shed his gown and became Jay again. He’d cleaned off most of his makeup by the time Nigel entered the room, escorted by Phillipe, one of the other singers, who gave Nigel a saucy wink before leaving.

			Jay bolted up from his chair in front of the grainy mirror, heedless of any last traces of makeup, and crossed the room to Nigel in two steps. He dimly remembered they’d parted on bad terms but couldn’t for the life of him remember why as he drew his lover close and held that trim yet solid body in his arms.

			No greetings or exclamations, just a strong embrace for several minutes before Nigel finally pulled back. He studied Jay’s face with a slight frown on his own. “You’ve changed.”

			Jay did the same, taking in every detail of Nigel. His face appeared a little more careworn, lined between the brows, and his black hair was longer than Jay had yet seen it and appeared uncombed. Even Nigel’s suit seemed wrinkled and stained as if, perhaps, he’d come here straight from his travels.

			“You’ve changed too. Never thought I’d see the day when Nigel Pierpont Warren would be disheveled in public.” Jay grinned.

			Nigel returned the smile, and the crease on his brow disappeared. “No, I meant you’ve literally changed. You’ve taken off your makeup and your gown and put away Jean Michel. I’d hoped to… That is to say, I haven’t ever embraced or kissed you when you were wearing all that. I’d hoped to rectify that tonight.”

			“Oh?” Jay wasn’t sure what to say. Here they were coming together after several months apart, and the conversation wasn’t going much like any of the ones he’d imagined.

			“What I’m trying to say is…” Nigel wiped a hand through the air as if impatient at his inability to express a thought. “When you told me your needs back in London, I didn’t really understand the importance to you of what you do. Now, I wanted to demonstrate that I do understand, and I…I love every aspect of you—Jay, Jean Michel, or any other person you choose to be.”

			“Oh.” Still no words. To say he was flabbergasted would belittle his shock. Nigel had come to Paris with no letter or telegram of warning, to apologize in person to Jay. This was beyond anything he could have hoped for.

			But Nigel wasn’t finished yet. “I’ve left my position at the bank. I’m selling my house, and when it and most of the contents are sold, my solicitor will send me the check. He’ll also ship me the things I’ve put in storage, as soon as I’ve settled someplace.” Nigel looked down at the toes of his unpolished shoes, then back at Jay. “I’d hoped I would have a place to stay here, but perhaps I was being presumptuous.”

			“Presumptuous,” Jay repeated faintly. “No. Spontaneous, impulsive, completely un-Nigel-like yes, but never presumptuous. I am so glad you’re here, and so…surprised. What happened?”

			“My eyes were opened quite roughly.” Nigel reached out and took Jay’s hand in his, stroking his thumb over the backs of Jay’s knuckles in a soothing and intoxicating rhythm. “One day I saw what the rest of my life would be like if I continued at the bank. I was forced to make a decision, and I chose freedom—and sheer terror too, I admit, for I have no references. I come to you with only the clothes on my back.” Nigel smiled. “Well, that’s not strictly true. I’ve saved over the years and made some good investments, which keep earning. Also, my house should bring a sizeable amount. Still, it’s rather frightening to step out of one’s office one day never to return. I’m not sure what I’ll do next.”

			“You shall come home with me, for starters.” Jay turned his hand over so he might grasp Nigel’s. “I can’t guarantee us much privacy, but it will do for now. Besides, there’s always the roof.”

			Nigel gave him a soft and seductive smile. “I do love the roof.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			As it turned out, adjusting to being an expatriate wasn’t nearly as overwhelming as Nigel had feared.

			Where once he would’ve been beside himself at giving up the comforts, amenities and routines of home, he now took to the changes in his life like an English duck to French water. He developed new routines, waking up in the late morning spooned against Jay’s body, walking to the local café to linger over newspapers, coffee and pastries, which had begun to cling to his waistline, hunting for a new apartment and a new job, sharing meals and long walks with Jay, and in the evenings, watching his lover sing, followed by the pleasure of taking the man to bed for long, luxurious bouts of lovemaking. It was a wonderful new life.

			For the first month or so, the frustration of knowing very little French annoyed him. Nigel occasionally repeated phrases in English again and again, slightly louder each time, but Jay or Merde laughing at him broke him of that habit. The actress Coquelicot even did him the favor of coaching him, working on his French pronunciation. She aided his understanding of the bloody language greatly.

			Nigel felt even more comfortable after he’d spoken to M. Lamont at Chauve-Souris. The manager who’d been kind during Nigel’s first visit to Paris was able to give a very promising lead and a reference that helped secure Nigel a job at a French bank. He felt as if he was meeting up with an old friend as he opened the ledger that first day. Numbers and he got along fine as always, and there was no need for any translators.

			He didn’t suppose that he’d ever advance—his French was too meager and his new job was a low-level position. Yet he worked quickly and efficiently, and within a month had been given a raise in salary. The bank offered him more hours, but he refused them. He’d worked hard in London because he didn’t have the imagination to suppose what he could do otherwise.

			He and Jay found a new apartment, better furnished, but their home soon became similar to Merde’s old one—artists, their models, half-baked poets and pretty boys showed up at their door. They followed Jay home, of course. Nigel rather liked walking in to find them chattering away in French. They slowed their conversation so he could follow it—at least slightly, on occasion. Generally, they treated him with cheerful indifference—they called him le banquier, the banker, and tried to teach him French and how to gamble.

			Jay was the light that drew the others to the five-room apartment, yet he was far less pleased by the invasion than Nigel. He had apparently developed the taste for a more private home life during his time in London.

			One night, Jay shooed out the Bertolette twins and one of their dear friends, a newspaperman. He didn’t even pretend to make excuses. “Leave, or I shall buy a dog and teach it to bite you,” he told Anton Bertolette.

			“Woof,” barked Bruno, the other twin. They shook hands with Nigel and kissed Jay good-bye.

			After they left, Jay turned to Nigel, who sat on the floor trying to translate stories in the broadsheet, Le Petit Parisien. Easy to do, since the paper had great numbers of dramatic graphics.

			“The French you’re learning from our friends is awful. You sound more like a dockworker than a gentleman.”

			The old Nigel would have been mortified. The new one merely smiled and said, “You are a casse couille.”

			“A ball breaker?” Jay began to laugh, as Nigel had hoped he would. “At least I’ve stopped you from giving these wastrels money,” Jay scolded as he dropped to the sofa near Nigel.

			“I never gave anyone more than a few sous. I’m not changed enough to become a financial idiot.” Nigel tossed the paper on the sofa and stood. “Come allow me to spend some sous on you. One of the Bertolettes told me about a new restaurant he swears you’ll enjoy, a café with a gorgeous garden and strolling musicians. I think he wanted to cadge an invitation, but I’d rather go there alone with you. We’ll eat oysters and drink champagne under the trees that are all filled with tiny electrical lights.”

			Jay smiled. “And we will take a key and lock the flat behind us so we don’t return home to a Noah’s ark of characters.”

			He walked at Nigel’s side, chattering about a red velvet stole he’d discovered that morning.

			“A warm sherry color would look good against your skin,” Nigel said and promptly burst into laughter.

			“You’re mocking me,” Jay said without heat as he settled onto the iron chair in the garden.

			“Not at all. I’m laughing because I said such a thing—and meant it. And now you’re laughing. Why?”

			“Because you, my dear Nigel, charm me more each day.”

			“Ha, you’re the charming one.”

			“Is that so? It must be contagious, then.” He beamed at Nigel, whose heart leapt.

			Jay had been so restless in London, reaching for that tonic of his as if to keep gloom at bay. Now he smiled at Nigel and at the lights woven through the branches of the spreading trees and at their fellow patrons in the shadowy corners of the garden. As they talked and ate and laughed, Jay seemed content.

			In London Nigel had supposed Jay eager for other partners, for more sexual adventures or at least more adulation than a single person could give him. Now…

			He interrupted Jay’s wondering about Mrs. Cubbins’s actions since they’d abandoned her to ask, “Tell me. Have you kissed anyone else since I’ve come to Paris?”

			“Nigel, Christ, what a question. The answer is no. And I’ve only fucked you as well.” Jay folded his arms.

			“Well, then, I was a fool, though I understand now,” Nigel said softly.

			Jay sniffed. “What?”

			He’d have to make a better effort to explain. “You’re no longer a shadow, and I understand why. I’d thought you needed more than one person to keep you satisfied. And I was right about that. I was!”

			The garden was dark, but not so dark that he couldn’t see Jay’s impatient shrug. “I’ve already told you I’m not seeing other men. You are considerably less charming now, my friend. Explain, if you please.”

			Nigel grasped Jay’s hand and held on to it, resting them both on the table between the empty plates. “I meant all of you, Jay and Jean Michel. I’ve already told you that I love all of you and how happy I was to see you as Jean Michel again. But I hadn’t realized how incomplete you and I both were in London. You, because you didn’t have Jean Michel, and actually you didn’t have me either, not completely, because I hid too much of myself. You said as much but I see it clearly now that you have the entirety of yourself back again and me, well, because I can do this.” His thumb stroked Jay’s wrist.

			Jay pulled away from Nigel, and Nigel thought he really had offended Jay, but the other man used his freed hand to summon a passing waiter.

			Jay told the waiter in slow, careful French, that even Nigel might understand, “We need more champagne to celebrate immediately. My friend has gained some comprehension of the human heart.”

			The waiter dropped his air of bored indifference to give a brief smile. “It’s a pity he can’t give lessons. Another plate of oysters, monsieur? They do wonders for a man, if you understand my meaning.”

			Jay said, “Ha. I have no need for wonders. I have a lifetime’s worth.”

			The waiter smirked and went off to fetch the wine.

			Nigel leaned across the candlelit table, pulse racing, as he spoke the little declaration he’d practiced. “Mon petit chant des oiseaux, je…”

			Damn French! He finished in English. “You know I’ve been hesitant to, um, open myself to you that way. I don’t know why I’ve feared it, but tonight, when we’re together I want to do it, to have you inside me and—”

			Jay raised his hand to call back the waiter. “Garcon. L’addition s’il vous plait!”

			He grinned at Nigel. “No need for wine, just the bill.”

			Nigel lay naked on the bed, watching Jean Michel glide toward him wearing a blue-gray satin sheath dress that enhanced the smoky shade of charcoal-lined eyes. So beautiful and feminine and yet so masculine too. Jay as Jean Michel possessed both qualities in an entrancing cocktail Nigel couldn’t quaff enough of. What a pleasure to be allowed to experience both the graceful beauty and the rough man combined in one astonishing package.

			With every step that Jean Michel took toward the bed, singing softly under his breath and swaying his hips delightfully, Nigel’s erection grew larger. He rubbed himself idly as he watched his vivacious performer slowly strip off the shining gown to reveal her—his hard masculine form. 

			Since they’d begun their new life together in Paris, Nigel had enjoyed numerous chances to remove Jay from various gowns. He’d come to know the difference between tulle and satin, brocade and beads, and to enjoy the sensual brush of each fabric against his skin nearly as much as Jay did. But tonight wasn’t about uncovering Jay. Tonight, Nigel awaited a different sort of initiation.

			Naked but for a pair of earrings that dangled from his lobes, Jay climbed onto the bed and over Nigel. Their cocks bumped clumsily together as Jay bent to kiss him with his pretty rouged lips. God, those eyes, lined in black, were so large and riveting that Nigel felt pierced by them. Pierced, as he soon would be in his arse, which clenched hard at the thought. He was ready for this. He craved it.

			And Jay, without further ado, flipped Nigel over in preparation for giving him what he wanted. The grace and gentleness of Jean Michel turned on a dime as Jay took over with confident aggressiveness. He kissed the back of Nigel’s neck, between his shoulder blades, down his spine… Nigel sucked in his breath with a whimper as Jay’s mouth kissed across his arse, and he licked…oh Christ, licked down Nigel’s crack.

			Nigel squirmed in embarrassment and lust so powerful his cock wept. He could come before this was over. He caught his breath and held so still he might have been a quaking rabbit facing a predator. But very soon he began to tremble for a different reason as Jay moved carefully, painstakingly priming him for entry. One oil-slicked finger and then two twisted slowly into Nigel’s rear entrance. When Nigel started to freeze up, Jay whispered delightfully sinful things until he relaxed again, and, oh, it didn’t hurt as much as he’d feared. Rather, he was stretched in a way that filled him with desire for more. It was like flexing one’s sore muscles, a tad painful but luxurious too.

			Nigel stopped worrying and overthinking and relaxed into Jay’s care. He could trust his lover not to hurt him beyond what he could bear. And, as it turned out, Nigel could bear quite a bit of pain and like it.

			Jay draped over his back and whispered in his ear, telling him the penetration would be best this way for the first time. His thick erection pressed into Nigel’s softened entrance, a little at first and then more and more until it seemed Nigel would be split in two by that great knob. But now his body accommodated the girth, welcomed it as it filled him so completely and touched someplace deep within him. Oh, this was good, stretching and burning a bit, but very, very good.

			Nigel groaned and clutched at the pillow beneath his head. He lifted his rear, begging for more, and whimpered in pleasure when Jay gave it to him. Hard and piercing yet gentle at the same time. How did the man do it?

			“All right?” Jay whispered near his ear.

			“Mm-hm.” Nigel nodded, too lost in sensation to think about forming words. But then he thought of one. “More.”

			Jay chuckled and pulled out, leaving Nigel’s body grasping for what was lost. But soon enough that amazing, thick cock pushed in again, thrusting and claiming Nigel. Once again the explorer had planted his flag in virgin territory.

			The rhythm built between them, a push-and-pull dance that grew faster as if silent music built to a frenzied pitch. By the end, flesh slapped together and both men grunted with each ramming thrust.

			Nigel had only expected to give Jay pleasure by surrendering to him in this way. He hadn’t counted on the growing ecstasy he himself would feel. It swelled and mounted and filled him until he trembled on the brink. When Jay cried out in climax, it was the last little push Nigel needed to spur him over the edge too. Together, they thrashed on the squeaky bed and groaned from the deep pleasure of their joining.

			Afterward, they lay jumbled together, breathing heavily, their bodies fused by sweat and seed. So close. Breathing in unison now as the last tremors died away. Nigel didn’t want Jay to move off him, to pull away. He would lie in this awkward position the rest of the night if it would prolong the moment.

			But eventually, they must part. Jay’s heavy weight on his back lifted as he rolled to one side. He tossed an arm above his head. His sweat-slicked chest rose and fell as he smiled at the skylight above them. “Now that was better than any French cuisine. Although I must admit my stomach is rumbling.” He dropped a hand to rub that flat belly above his spent cock.

			“I can cook,” Nigel volunteered. “Roger has taught me how to make pasta puttanesca. I fear I truly am turning into a bohemian.”

			“I can help you chop things,” Jay said, but neither made any move toward rising from the bed.

			After a bit, Nigel said, “I don’t mind it, you know.”

			“Mind what?”

			“All of it, including life in France. I thought I would hate it here, but it’s turned out to be quite a surprise, as so many things have in my life. I actually enjoy the cuisine and gladly trade beef Wellington for baguettes and whore’s pasta.”

			Jay smiled and reached out to stroke Nigel’s cheek with fingertips as light as feathers. “I’m glad. I have been worried about you, you know, afraid you’d become too homesick and want to return to England. And I would have had to go with you and live in a flat and sing at bad nightclubs because I couldn’t be apart from you again no matter what.”

			Nigel returned the smile. “Rest assured, I’m quite happy here, quite adjusted and content in our home. One day I may even be able to say and mean vive la France!”

			Jay threw back his head and laughed, that full-bodied chuckle that made it impossible for Nigel not to laugh too. Like two madmen, they chortled together in sheer joy. Who needed coca wine when love was so much more intoxicating?

			When Nigel had at last sobered a bit, he grasped Jay’s hand and moved it from his cheek to rest against his heart. “Well, one thing I can wholeheartedly say right now is viva l’amor. I love you, Jean Michel.”

			“And I love you, mon banquier.”
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			As his world collapses, love opens his heart.

			Mending Him

			© 2014 Bonnie Dee and Summer Devon

			Robbie Grayson has always felt like a bit of an outsider in the Chester family, though he’s related by blood. An orphan taken in at a young age, he is further set apart by a limp inflicted by a childhood illness. 

			Nevertheless, he’s content enough with his quiet country life—until a mercurial wastrel named Charles Worthington explodes into it. And Robbie is assigned to play nursemaid to an invalid with an attitude.

			Injured in a carriage accident, Charles arrives at the Chester estate drunk as a lord and with empty pockets. Despair consumes him as his broken body slowly heals, but the kindness of quiet, thoughtful Robbie saves him from drowning in self-pity.

			Over chess matches and conversation, these polar opposites challenge each other to break out of old patterns, until desire burns through the thin veneer of pure friendship. Yet their passion could destroy the family bonds they value so highly. Especially when someone catches wind of their relationship—and threatens blackmail.

			Warning: This book contains hot man-on-man lovin’ between not-quite kissin’ cousins.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Mending Him:

			County Durham, England, 1884

			Robbie limped quickly toward the carriage. For a moment, he took in the redheaded man’s features—the high-bridged hatchet of a nose that made an emphatic statement, a pair of brown eyes which sparkled in the sunlight, a wide mouth bracketed by deep grooves. He looked like a man who made it his business to smile and laugh often, and just looking at him made Robbie start to smile too.

			Worthington gave another, stronger pull at the crutches tucked behind the seat, and that proved too much.

			Robbie reached up as if he’d be able to stop the inevitable fall. He didn’t of course.

			“Oh bugger this,” Worthington said and slowly toppled over the armrest and fell on top of Robbie.

			Robbie landed hard on the gravel, the weight of the long-limbed man crushing him down. He heard something in his shoulder click and was instantly filled with pain.

			Worthington yelped. “Damnation! I’ve killed you. Are you hurt?”

			Robbie wiggled and shouted, ready to bite the idiot if he didn’t get that weight off his shoulder, but the man on top of him didn’t stand up. Oh, that’s right, Robbie finally recalled. He couldn’t.

			Worthington dragged his great weight off by crawling, then settled with a rattle and crunch on the gravel next to Robbie.

			“’S your shoulder, boy. I hurt your shoulder,” Worthington said, sounding as if he was about to burst into tears. “I didn’t mean to.”

			“No of course you didn’t,” gasped Robbie. He closed his eyes and wondered if he might use an awful word to express his own vile pain.

			“Here, now, wait a moment. Wait now! I have it! I do. You, my own Forrester.” The drunk man’s shouts seemed to pierce Robbie’s already aching head. “You hold his body. Just there. Hold him tight. And I’ll just give a bit of a pull. Not a yank, no indeed.”

			“What the devil do you think you are doing?” Uncle Phillip came forward and entered the fray.

			“His shoulder. Poor mite’s got it dislocated. Located. I did that, sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean to, I assure you. Lost my balance. Mr. Forrester, my man. Yes. Hold him still. That’s the way.”

			Forrester seemed to be taking orders from the man who reeked of brandy, for large arms in gray homespun suddenly wrapped around Robbie’s body.

			“That’s it,” the drunken fool cheered. “That’s the way.” He grabbed Robbie’s arm and, ignoring both Robbie’s cry of pain and Uncle Phillip’s shouts, pulled up and out and…

			Click. The agony ceased.

			Robbie could breathe again. Forrester let go of him a bit too soon, and he landed on his arse, but the pain had ended.

			Worthington, also on his bottom on the gravel, beamed at him. “All better, my boy? Here, now, you’re not a boy, though, are you? You are a man. With a relocated shoulder. Indeed.” He sounded absolutely delighted. “But don’t use that arm too much, all right? Alllll right. Maybe even a sling. Yes. That’s the very ticket. Get my friend Mr. Forrester to get you a sling.”

			Robbie took his time standing up. He grabbed hold of the carriage with his good arm to haul himself along.

			Uncle Phillip suddenly appeared to help, but by then, Robbie had regained his feet and had his cane again.

			Worthington smiled up at them both, a glorious white-toothed broad grin. He waved at Phillip. “So you must be my cousin Phillip! It has been a great many years. And this is your boy, young Bertie, or was it Samuel? Not yours, I think, for isn’t he too old? But never mind. Never mind. I say, I didn’t mean to injure your sons the moment I arrived.”

			“Cousin Charles, you are the worse for drink,” Phillip said coolly.

			“Why do you think they call it the worse?” Worthington turned to Robbie and asked conversationally, almost sounding sober. “I’d say it was the better. Except for you, poor Bertie. I landed on you because, yes, I am drunk.” His grin reappeared, then vanished. “But it isn’t merely that I imbibed too freely. I also am used to bracing myself just so with my feet. I raced in curricles and braced with my feet. You know? And I can’t. No indeed, I cannot. And so I fell. Boom. On top of you, poor, poor Bertie.”

			“I am Robert.”

			“Don’t like to be called Bertie, then?”

			Forrester had gotten the behemoth of a chair out of the carriage.

			“Ah, my miserable steed awaits,” Charles said. “Lend me a hand, Bertie?”

			“I am Robbie Grayson, Mrs. Chester’s nephew.” He wondered why it was so important that this singing drunken man know who he was. He reached down to help haul up Charles.

			“No, oh no! We forgot your arm.” He rolled his eyes, which were brown and large and remarkably clear. “Forget my own name next. You never mind. Forgive me. Cousin Phillip and my beloved Forrester, I shall have to beg for your help. Haul me onto the cursed chair, please. I might manage with those sticks, my crutches, but another time when the world is less spinning and dipping.”

			“Drunk,” Uncle Phillip muttered.

			“We can all agree that is my condition,” Charles said happily. “And I should apologize for appearing in such a state, but you see, I can’t walk.” As he settled into the chair, he hiccupped gently. “I drink to forget,” he said and then gave a hoot of laughter. “And then when I forget too much, I fall right over, boom, on poor unsuspecting boys. I mean men. Not boys, men, who are simply coming to my aid. Such a punishment for such chivalry, Bertie.”

			“I am Rob—”

			“Oh yes. I recall, and furthermore, I shall never again forget that you are Robbie, like our own dear Rabbie Burns. Robbie. I know you’re Robbie. Robbie, Robbie…” He sang out the name over and over. And then he started reciting a strange version of Burns’s poetry in that thick, drunk, magnificent voice. “A wee sleekit timorous Robbie mouse.”

			Robbie, arm aching and head a little thick, fully aware that his Uncle Phillip was in a foul temper, still found himself smiling at the strange new guest.

			“Perhaps that’s enough of a poetry recitation for now, Mr. Worthington. I’ll show him to his room, Uncle Phillip.” Robbie glanced at the big-eyed footman, Stewart, who was helping Forrester unload the luggage from the cart. Oh, they’d be talking below-stairs about this grand entrance for months to come.

			“Very well. And I’ll make certain your aunt isn’t too overcome.” Phillip glowered at his drunken cousin. “This will not do at all, Charles, if you intend to stay here. I have opened my home to you and am glad to do so, but such outrageous behavior is unacceptable.”

			“Yes, sir.” The chastened reply was punctuated by a loud hiccup that somewhat detracted from any sense of earnestness.

			Robbie ducked his head to hide his face while he struggled to fend off inappropriate laughter. He couldn’t push the chair one-handed, so Stewart took on that task, hard work over the lawn. Two footmen and Forrester had to haul the invalid up the several stairs into the house.

			Robbie led the way to the library where Worthington was to be installed for the duration of his recovery. “I’m sure you’ll find this much more comfortable than any of the bedrooms on the second floor. It can get a bit cold and drafty upstairs.” He spoke to cover the sudden silence of the sodden Charles, who, it appeared, might have passed out. At any rate, his chin rested on his chest and his hands were slack in his lap.

			“Thank you, Stewart,” Robbie said. “Will you be needing additional aid in dressing or getting in and out of bed, Mr. Worthington? I’m sure Stewart could help with anything you might need.”

			“Happy to, sir,” the footman piped up, probably hoping this might be a stepping stone to acting as a gentleman’s gentleman someday.

			Worthington lifted his head and squinted. “No. I’m able to get in and out of the chair and hobble around a bit by myself—when I’m not in my cups. Dashed foolish way to arrive on my cousin’s doorstep, cap in hand and squiffed.”

			Robbie lowered himself so his gaze was level with Worthington’s. “You mustn’t feel that way, you know, as if you had come begging. Uncle Phillip and Aunt Lenore are happy to have you. Truly. We all are. For as long as you should need or want to stay. You’ll find this is a comfortable home with a loving family. Your family, after all. So don’t hesitate to ask for anything you need.”

			There. He’d done his part, hopefully made poor drunken Charles feel a little more welcome. He felt odd making the speech he knew wasn’t really his place to give, but the man needed some sort of reassurance.

			Robbie awkwardly squatted in a cantilevered stance, fighting to keep his balance. His gaze locked with Worthington’s, and the man’s eyes appeared rather less bleary and unfocused. He frowned as he stared back at Robbie with eyes as brown as a polished teak desk. So dark and intent that Robbie dropped his gaze lest the other man see his sudden flare of attraction. 

		

	
		
			The cruelest duel may not spill a drop of blood…but it could break their hearts.

			Enlightened

			© 2014 Joanna Chambers

			Enlightenment, Book 3

			Five months ago, David Lauriston was badly hurt helping his friend Elizabeth escape her violent husband. Since then, David has been living with his lover, Lord Murdo Balfour, while he recuperates. 

			Despite the pain of his injuries, David’s time with Murdo has been the happiest of his life. The only things that trouble him are Murdo’s occasional bouts of preoccupation, and the fact that one day soon, David will have to return to his legal practice in Edinburgh. 

			That day comes too soon when David’s friend and mentor takes to his deathbed, and David finds himself agreeing to take on a private mission in London. Murdo is at his side in the journey, but a shocking revelation by Murdo’s ruthless father leaves David questioning everything they’ve shared. 

			As tensions mount and the stakes grow higher, David and Murdo are forced to ask themselves how far they’re prepared to go—and how much they’re prepared to give up—to stay together. And whether there’s any chance of lasting happiness for men like them.

			Warning: Men in love, men with secrets, and men armed with dueling pistols.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Enlightened:

			Murdo wouldn’t be happy about today’s events. He’d brought David to Laverock House to recuperate and was continually lecturing him about taking things easier. It was Murdo who’d arranged for the physician to come every few weeks to check how David’s leg was healing, and who’d instructed the kitchen to make up regular batches of David’s mother’s liniment recipe. Murdo who’d presented David with a new ebony cane with a silver derby handle to take on his walks.

			It wasn’t only David’s physical well-being that Murdo looked after. He’d had boxes of books brought to Laverock House from his Edinburgh townhouse to keep David amused; he’d even read to David himself in those early days when, listless and melancholy with his lot, David hadn’t been inclined to do so. And it was Murdo who’d brought him Sir Hamish’s papers to look through when, as his leg began to improve, he’d complained about needing something to test his wits on.

			Now, that project had seized David’s attention to such an extent that he was becoming known locally as Lord Murdo Balfour’s very efficient new man of business, the learned lawyer who was helping Lord Murdo make peace with all his new neighbours and bury all the old disputes Sir Hamish had started.

			And why not let them think that? It was true, after all—and it was no one else’s concern that, besides that, he and Murdo were lovers. That was their affair and theirs alone. The servants at Laverock House certainly appeared to be oblivious. The manor was a good size, but it was compact enough that the proximity of their bedchambers, with only Murdo’s untidy study between them, merited no comment.

			By day, they were circumspect. By night—well, the nights were their own. It hadn’t been easy to make love with David’s injured leg—for months he’d been all but immobilised by the leg harness—but with a bit of inventiveness, they’d managed, and now that David was up and about again, it was getting easier every day.

			Right now, though, as David took the last turn-off that led to Laverock House and the manor house finally hoved into view, he couldn’t think of doing anything but lying down. He was limping badly now, all attempts to conceal his disability long given up. The idea of sinking into his soft featherbed and warming his chilled feet under the blankets had become his Holy Grail. There was simply nothing else.

			He’d barely taken a dozen steps down the long front drive when the door opened and a tall, broad-shouldered man emerged.

			Murdo.

			Even now, after living here for months, the unexpected sight of his lover lit something inside David. He felt a stab of pure happiness, an accompanying flare of anticipation, even as he winced with each step he took.

			“Where have you been?” Murdo said, walking toward him, his dark eyes concerned as he took in David’s pronounced limp. “Mrs. Inglis said you went out hours ago.”

			David attempted a smile, but it felt more like a grimace. “I decided to walk over to McNally’s,” he admitted, sending Murdo a rueful look. “It wasn’t one of my best ideas.”

			“That’s over two miles!” Murdo exclaimed. He turned so that they were walking in the same direction, toward the open front door, matching his pace to David’s. “What were you thinking? And where’s your cane?”

			“I didn’t think I needed it,” David mumbled, answering the second question and evading the first.

			“You’re limping,” Murdo observed unnecessarily.

			“I overdid it, but I’ll be all right,” David replied. “I just need to rest my leg for a bit.”

			Murdo let out a noisy sigh. “You’re as stubborn as a mule. I only hope you haven’t set yourself back with this.”

			There were three steps up to the front door of the house, and David took them slowly, gritting his teeth against the pain that knifed through his knee with each step. He didn’t look at Murdo, but he felt the other man’s eyes on him, watching his slow progress and scrutinising his profile for evidence of how bad the pain was.

			They stepped into the hallway together, Murdo closing the front door behind them. Since the hall was empty of servants, David allowed Murdo to help him off with his greatcoat. Then he glanced up the long flight of steps that led to his bedchamber on the first floor and suppressed a moan. Girding himself, he placed his foot on the first step.

			“Don’t even think about it,” Murdo said behind him.

			Before David could protest, Murdo was sliding one arm round David’s back and the other under his knees, sweeping his feet out from under him. David hissed a curse as Murdo lifted him, but Murdo just shifted David’s weight to balance himself and began to quickly mount the stairs.

			“Christ, Murdo,” David said testily. “Let me down, will you?” It had been a few weeks since he’d had to submit to this particular indignity. He hated being carried like this—it unmanned him.

			Murdo ignored him, and after the first few stairs, despite his mortification, David didn’t bother protesting any further. The truth was, he couldn’t get up these stairs without Murdo’s help.

			By the time they reached the top, Murdo’s breath was coming hard, but he still didn’t let David down. He carried him another dozen steps to David’s bedchamber door before setting his feet back on the ground. Even then he wasn’t done. Steering David into his room, he guided him firmly to the featherbed David had been dreaming of for the last half hour, then went back to close the bedchamber door, turning the key in the lock. Returning to the bed, mouth set in a firm, determined line, he bent to remove David’s boots. This time David didn’t even bother protesting. It would do no good, and anyway, he was bloody exhausted. So he let Murdo ease the tight leather from his calves, then slowly strip away the rest of his clothing, piece by piece.

			“Do you want me to ring for a bath?” Murdo asked as he peeled away David’s trousers, easing the fabric carefully down his legs so as not to jar him.

			“I doubt I could climb in right now,” David admitted.

			“A rubdown with some liniment, then?”

			David couldn’t suppress the groan that emerged from his chest at that suggestion. “Please.”

			“Lie back, then. I’ll strip down too.”

			David did as instructed, passively watching as Murdo removed his elegant clothing, then crossed the room, naked, to fetch the jar of liniment from the armoire, his tall, powerful body beautiful in the late afternoon light that seeped into the room round the edges of the drapes.

			Murdo knelt beside David on the bed and regarded his leg. “Let’s see what you’ve done to yourself.”

			Weary to the bone, David let his eyes close. Moments later, the drifting scents of rosemary and camphor heralded the opening of the liniment. It was a scent with which David was very familiar—his mother had been making the stuff for years, ever since his father had taken a tumble off the roof of the barn at home and injured his shoulder. The smell of it now brought with it the promise of imminent relief.

			The brisk noise of Murdo rubbing the stuff between his palms brought the scent forth again, more intensely, as it warmed on Murdo’s skin. And when Murdo laid his hands on David, every remaining thought in David’s head vanished. Murdo’s hands were strong and warm, their firm course eased by waxy lanolin and camphor oil as they broke into the knotted agony in David’s leg and straightened him out again.

			David could barely keep his eyes open by the time Murdo was finished. He felt languorous and done in, like he could sleep the rest of the day and night away. Somehow, though, he managed to crack open his eyelids and smile at Murdo, who was kneeling at his side, watching him.

			“Thank you,” David said softly.

			“Better?” Murdo’s smile was tender.

			“Much.”

			“You look tired.”

			“Not too tired,” David replied.

			Murdo grinned and crawled over to lie beside David. He bent his head, capturing David’s lips in a soft kiss that slowly deepened, while his hand drifted in light, teasing caresses, pausing for an instant to pinch at the tight bud of David’s left nipple, making him moan his pleasure into the kiss.
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