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one
*ADEN*

|go through a couple of folders on my desk; one with the description of the venue and
the exact layout, one with the plan of the artists presented in this exhibition and the
paintings that were chosen to be on display, and the final one including estimated
payments, funds and our expenses. After reading them properly, | close them and
hand them back to my assistant. “Good job, Cedric.”

The young man lights up at my simple praise. “Really?’

He looks like such alost golden retriever, | don’'t have it in my heart to dismiss him,
although | am tired enough to fall aseep on the spot. “Yes, you thoroughly
researched everything, you listened well to what we planned in the meetings, the
venueis prepared to the last detail, and we are set for the opening tomorrow.”

“Thank you so much, sir. I... | am so lucky you gave me this chance!”

Frankly, the kid was my last attempt at hiring an assistant. Most of the others had the
education and experience, but they just didn’'t click with me. Or | didn’t click with
them. They just see the perfectionist in me and don't even want to bother. | hired
Cedric, despite coming with zero experience and a Master's degree in Literature
instead of art or business, because he showed interest and motivation. He had no idea
what type of work | was doing, he only had a very vague knowledge of artists and
their work, but if | have learned one thing, it is that this is knowledge that can be
acquired with alittle time. However, no one can magically become motivated.



My hiring him meant the world to him because it was hisfirst job. Asfor me, | got an
assistant who doesn't drive me up the walls. He just drives me
insaneoccasionally,because of his overly bubbly personality, but | can live with that.

“Go homefor tonight,” | tell him. “It’slate. | will see you for the opening tomorrow.”

“1 am so looking forward to it! I1t's my first art gallery opening that | helped organize.
| am so excited for all the new artists.” He beams.

Here. That's exactly why | hired him.

| smile briefly at him. “Let’s make it a success tomorrow. For now, go home. We are
the last to leave the office. | will lock up behind us.”

Cedric grabs his bag before shuffling out of my office and then out of the building,
not without wishing me a good night before leaving. | gather my own things and grab
the folder with the artists we are going to show tomorrow, and decide to go home too.
| want to skim through the plans once more, to get atrue feeling of the artists' work. |
have spent the last months hand-picking them, but it's my little evening ritua to do
this before anopening. This type of gallery exhibition is one of my favorites. | get to
show all kinds of new artists in my gallery, upcoming and rising ones, who still need
the boost in popularity to sell their work and to make a name for themselves.

It's how | originally made a name for myself. Now that | am a gallerist and gallery
owner myself, | want to give back and help these upcoming artists.

On my way outside, my phone rings. One glance at it notifies me that | have severa
missed messages.

They won't leave me alone, so | may as well pick up now. “Hi Oliver.”



“Aden!” he exclaims, hisvoicejoyful. “I am so glad you picked up. It's so hard to get
through to you, little bro.”

“l was at work,” | tell him. Oliver is my oldest brother and the one | probably like the
most. We don’t have much of arelationship, though.

“1t' salmost midnight.”

“Yeah, thereisalot to do,” | say, keeping it vague. If | tell him it’s a gallery opening
tomorrow, he might get the idea to come, or one of my other brothers will. And |
can't deal with family drama on opening night. That night belongs to the new artists,
spotlight on them, not on the gallerist.

“You work too much,” he says reproachfully. His voice drifts off as he waits for me
to say something. God, thisis awkward. When | keep silent, he clears his throat. “Are
you coming home on Sunday? Mom managed to gather all of us. You are the only
one she hasn’t been able to reach out to.”

One of the many messages and calls from today was probably from her.

“I can't,” | say promptly. “I am swamped with work.”

“Even on the weekend?’

“Yes.

A pause. “You are watching out for your health, aren’t you, Aden?’

Sighing, | take the keys to my car, open the door, and sit behind the wheel. | put him
on speaker before driving off. “Yes, | am. | am okay.”



Another pause. “You barely visit home,” he finally says the words | am aways
dreading to hear. Every once in a while, one of them calls and says the very same
words.

Y ou never visit.

Y ou never come home.
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Mom is missing you.

We miss you.

Why don’t you visit more often, Aden?

| answer asusual. “I visit regularly,” | say. “For the holidays for example.”

“Not for al of them,” he points out.

“Oliver,” | sigh.

“1 know, work,” he mutters. “Is that truly the reason?’

| frown, glad he isn’t here in person to see my expression. | do believe | have afairly
good poker face, but certainly not good enough to fool him. “What other reason

would there be?’ | toss the question right back at him.

“1 don’t know, Aden.” He sounds soft, a stark contrast to the rough boy he was when
we were growing up. “You tell me.”

“Thereis not much to tell.”

“Aden...” Another pause, this time longer than the one before. It sounds like he is
about to say something. | prepare myself inwardly to rebuff anything he can say, but
then his voice sounds lighter al of a sudden. “You are coming for Mom’s birthday,
aren’t you?’



God, yeah, | haveto.

“I will tell her you won't make it on Sunday,” he urges. “But please come for her
birthday.”

There is no chance | could miss that. | hate family meetings. If it were just Mom, |
would visit her or invite her out more regularly. | don’t mind spending time with her,
but | don’t enjoy spending time with the whole family. It always makes me fedl tense,
likel don’'t belong.

“Aden?’

“Yes, | am coming for her birthday,” | say. “I need to go now, Oliver.”

“Aden—"

“Good night.”

| feel atwinge of guilt, like always, after | have talked to one of my brothers. | got
used to it, though, and am now able to shake it off. To distract me, | switch on some
music, realizing that Cedric put on a pop music channel the last time he drove with
me, and forgot to change it back to what | usually listen to.

WEell, | can just as well listen to some upbeat music now until | am home.

Homels a townhouse | own. | used to have an apartment, but it felt too modern, too
everything, so | rented it out and instead bought a small townhouse. The purchase
was twice as expensive due to the area and size, but it feels more private and much

more like me. | do have neighbors, but | don’'t mind. | prefer it to a single house; it
would make me feel too lonely.



Once inside, | pour a glass of wine, grab a plate of cheese, and then settle down on
my sofa to go through the artists and their works again. We have an interesting bunch
covered thistime, agood mix of varied art styles and techniques.

| don't sleep a lot, but | am used to running on low sleep for a gallery opening
weekend. One glance outside shows me that the line waiting for admittance is already

long, although we aren’t opening for two hours.

Cedric is so excited, | am afraid he might bounce off the wall. “Please tell me, you
won't be like that all evening,” Lynn says.

Lynn is one of my longest and most important employees, responsible for accounting
and sales. She is fantastic with numbers and a good negotiator when it comes to
buying paintings and artworks for our permanent collection. But she hates the more

personal contact with customers and clients. That’s what | am good at.

“He will,” | mutter more to myself than to her, while going through the notes of my
speech. “TV coverage?’

“Yes,” she says. “I invited the usual TV stations and a few influencers with the right
target audience and content.”

| groan.

“Don’'t be aboomer,” she grins. “You are not old enough to be one.”

“S0, you aretelling me you will deal with them?’ | ask.
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“No way!” she exclaims. “I am going to handle the pressand TV coverage. Asfor the
influencers, | was thinking of someone closer their age.” She glances at me, making
me chuckle. Nodding at her, | give her the go-ahead to go through with her plan.
“Cedy,” she says, “that’ satask for you.”

“What?" he blinks. “But | am a nobody.”

“You are not a nobody. You are the personal assistant of the gallery owner. You're
the perfect person for this,” she argues. “You are young, pretty, and you smile like
you shit rainbows.”

He pouts.

“1 mean that in the best sense,” she says. “Aden and | don’t shit rainbows.”

Wereally don't.

“But Mr. Randall isthe pro,” he stutters.

“You just heard Aden,” she says. She never addresses me by my last name, and |
don’t push it on her, not even in officia situations. We are more friends than boss and
employee anyway. “He doesn’'t want to deal with social media. He never does. That's
why we have you handle our social media accounts. Just be your usual cute and

bubbly self, and the audience on social mediawill love you.”

“Really?’ His head perks up. Apparently, he forgets to be anxious and instead is
excited to prove himself.



| nod at him. “I think you are the perfect person for this.”

He beams. “Then | will giveit my all! Arethey here already?’

“Y es, they came through the press-only entrance.”

“1 will head to them immediately,” he says, aready dashing off.

“He always bounces back so quickly. One minute he is anxious, the next he is’—she
gestures at him, disappearing through the door leading to the press area—*like that.”

“It’ s definitely his strong point,” | say.

“1 am amazed you can work together with him.”

“Why?" | chuckle. “Because | don’tshit rainbows?”’

“You aren’t exactly patient,” she saysdryly.

| shrug. “The guy just has away with people and takes hiswork seriougly. It'sall I've
ever wanted.”

“And he doesn’'t mind that you are aworkaholic,” she adds.

“That’ s rich coming from you.”

“Well, no matter how bad | am, you are worse.” She playfully pats my shoulder
before turning towards the same door Cedric disappeared through. “I am going to

prepare for the pressinterviews,” she says. “Y ou okay here?’

“Of course, go ahead.”



Silence engulfs me when she is gone. It’'s a unique feeling to stand in these huge halls
alone with no one around yet. Therels excitement lingering in the air from the crowd
waiting, but also from the artists. Their hopes and dreams are gathered in these
rooms, and the noise reaching me from outside, from the waiting crowd, sounds like
the buzzing of bees.

My phone buzzes too, mixing with the sound from outside. Taking it out of my
pocket, | see that Oliver sent me a message with a pic attached.Boys' night out. Wish
you could be here.

The pic shows him with two of my other brothers.

| put the phone aside. Something in my heart feels heavy, but | can't dea with that
right now. | have to focus on the night ahead.

two

*ADEN*

The night went as planned. Lynn and | have developed a routine by now and know
how to handle these evenings. | know she will eventually need her own assistant to

help her with her work; it's something we have been discussing recently. |1 do have
the funds to hire another employee, so it’s definitely on my priority list.
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Cedric hit it off with the influencers and has probably just sealed his fate: to be solely
responsible for our social media accounts now. My speech went well, and the TV
interviews went even better. Lynn always convinces me to do them, claiming my
quiet, composed way of delivering my lines always gets to the audience.

She callsit an air of mystery.
| call it being bad at conversation.
But whatever helps. If it works, it works, and that’s al that matters.

Now that the place is buzzing, not only with spectators and artists, but also potential
clients are roaming the gallery to spot artworks they like and might want to buy from
the artists, | have time to roam the halls as well. I’ ve seen most of these artworks in
print already, but it’s different to see themin red life. It's always different.

There is a niche for each artist we are showing, each one getting to present a
maximum of three pictures or artworks. It’s obvious there are plenty of talented folks.
On every new exhibition of thiskind, | look around the paintings, not as the gallerist
but as a client. It's been a while since | mentored an upcoming artist. When | spot a
piece of art that just strikes me, | usually reach out to the artist or their manager and
make sure to support them.

It hasn’'t happened for a while, though. All of these people are talented, clearly so, but
nothing strikes my own muse. And for me to step up and truly support someone,
beyond showing their artwork here, it has to be special to me.



| am about to go to the restroom for a break, because again, | don’t find anything that
jumps out at me, when | pass the last hall. It's a smaller one, for artists who only
show one piece of art each. That’swhen | seeit!

A huge picture, a single work of the artist, is presented in the middle of the room. |
need to compliment my curator and coordinator for this; he truly knew how to put the
gpotlight on it. The sole color used in the picture in al its shades is blue, giving it a
melancholic feel. The motive of the artwork is a young man sitting at the edge of a
bathtub. His back is turned to the spectator, his fingers dangling in the water. He is
naked, only loosely wrapped in a towel. We only see him from behind, but even
without seeing his face and eyes, there is somethingvulnerable about him. What is he
thinking? What is he feeling? Is he sad? Are tears dripping down his face? It’s not
posed. It's a snapshot, a glimpse of a moment. The man’s back is dightly hunched
over, and he seems to be thinking, pondering.

It's a glimpse into his soul. The model has a soul, so does the artwork.

My eyes move to the small plate next to the artwork, where the artists usually provide
details and explanations of their work.

There are none, just basic information.

Title: Shades of Blue or Man From Behind

Artist: Sterling Thomas, 27 years old. New freelance artist.

The price tag below shows that someone else knows the artwork’s worth, too.
Probably Sterling Thomas's manager. It’'s high, but not unreasonable. But even if it

were too expensive, | know | would have bought it nevertheless.

A couple of hours later, | officially hold it in my hands. | will keep it presented in the



exhibition, but once it's officially over, | will be hanging it in my living room for
everyone to see.

*STERLING*

“Hey, Sterlone, are you here? my manager, Mateo, yells through the whole
apartment until | put my brush aside and finally pay him attention. He is using that
silly nickname again. A while back he was into action movies and thought callingme
Sterlone would give me an edge. Mateo moved on from his action movie phase, but
the nickname stuck.

“What?" | mutter, trotting out of my atelier and into the living area. | own aloft with
an adjacent room that | have remodeled into an atelier. | was lucky enough to have
inherited it from my grandma.

“Did you get my call?” Mateo asks. His dark hair looks disheveled, and he looks tired
as fuck.

“No, sorry, my phone was on silent.”

“Then you probably haven't read my messages either?’

“No.”

Mateo drops down on the chair with a sigh, hislegs almost too long for the chair. It's
a recurring problem for him. He is too tall for everything. Tal and skinny, and he
hates it. | think it suits him. Very modelesque from an artist’s viewpoint. “You are

driving me insane.”

“Coffee?’



“Yeah.” His gaze follows me. “Y ou have been painting?’

“Recently, my muse seems to be coming to me. Noel isagreat help, too.”

Mateo stretches. “He modeled for you again?’

“Yes, he was in the mood. But you know him. When he is sulky or broody, there is
no chance of getting him to hang around for hours. Or rather, he would and push

through it, but it’s not the same then.”

“He has always been like that,” Mateo chuckles. “Glad he is more grounded now,
though. Y ou helped him alot to deal with hisissues.”
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“We both did,” | argue.

Noel, Mateo, and | have been friends ever since university. We didn’t study the same
major, but we just kind of started to hang out together. The three weirdos on campus.
The three geeks. All three of us were obsessed with our own hobbies and
bondedthrough that. It didn't matter that we only shared one year together before
Noel and | dropped out for various reasons. The connection between us remained.
Just like me, Mateo is a freelancer. He does ads for companies and solo businesses. |
guess he had pity on me for sucking at advertising my art, and took it upon himself to

become my manager. I’m not sure if he truly knew what he signed up for.

With two steaming mugs of coffee, | return to the table and sit down opposite Mateo.
“So, what’ sthe issue? | bet you are not here just to chat.”

“1 am not.Shades of Bluegot sold.”
“What?!” | exclaim.

“Y eah, that was my reaction too,” he grins. “It’s so you, to hit it off so quickly. First
real exhibition and you sell the only artwork you have there.”

“But how?’
“Y ou should rather ask who,” he urges.

Furrowing my brows, | stare at him. “What do you mean? Who bought it?’



Mateo leans back, looking all smug. He obviously was waiting for me to ask. Two
dramatic pauses later that fucking little tease finally spillsit out. “ Aden Randall.”

Silence engulfs us. My brain works slowly sometimes. It's always been like that. |
can only draw well, while everything else comes to me at a slower pace. “Care to
repeat that?’

Mateo smiles now, his expression not teasing anymore but joyful. “Aden Randall in
person.”

At that shock, | almost drop my mug of coffee.

“That was my reaction, too, when | got the call from his assistant last night saying he
wanted to buy your drawing. He already paid.” He hands me a piece of paper from
his bag. “Thisis the contract.”

| gape while staring at the piece of paper. Mateo didn’t lie. My drawing got sold to
the god of al galerists, in person. Everyone knows that Aden Randall has a
perceptive eye, a feel for art. Everything he touches turns to gold. He has made
several artists over the last couple of years, helping them to rise to fame. He used to
draw too until a couple of years ago, but it's said he gets more joy in organizing his
galery and exhibitions now.

“He also mentioned that he wants to be informed whenever you draw something new
and have it up for sale,” Mateo adds, killing me al over again. “He also bought your
second painting, the one you deemed not good enough for the exhibition.”

“You are fucking kidding me?’

“No. So, chop-chop! Get productive and make usrich.”



“ After that shock, | need to recover first,” | say.

“You are aware that thisis amazing?’

“Of course!l It’sinsane!”

“You deserve it, Sterling,” he says serioudly. “You have worked your ass off. You
dropped out of Uni just to support your little sister. If anyone deserves the fruits of
his labor to pay off, it's you!”

“1 have you to thank for this,” | say.

“1 know,” he grins. “Which iswhy | hope you keep me hired.”

“Are you kidding? | need you,” | chuckle. “I could never do all that advertising and
bureaucracy without you. Don’t leave me!”

“Aw,” he says gleefully. “Aren’'t you cute? Pity you aren’t my type.”

“Cuteisyour type,” | grin.

“Yeah, and you aren’'t. Not usually,” he smirks. “Weirdo.”

“Saystheright one,” | retort.
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“What's going on?’ A voice startles us. Turning around, | notice Noel, who closes
the door behind him and steps into my loft. He has a second key, so it’s nothing
unusual to see him around. “Mateo is here at such an early hour?’
“Yes, | came with good news.”
“Shades of Bluegot sold,” | add.
Noel has a gentle face with beautiful features, soft brown hair, and freckles on his

nose. Everything about him looks pretty, and yet slightly melancholic, which iswhy |
love drawing him.

“Oh,” hesmiles. “That’sgood, isn't it?’
“It’ sfantastic,” Mateo says. “Aden Randall bought it.”

“That’s the guy you talked about last week, right? The gallerist?” When Mateo nods,
Noel turnsto me. “ Congratulations, Ster, you deserveit.”

“What about you? Did you work al night?’

“Yes,” Noel says, sitting down on the free chair. “I worked two shifts at the club.”
Neither Mateo nor | says anything. We don’t like him working there. It's a sleazy,
sticky nightclub with all the gross dudes you'd expect to visit such a cheap

establishment. But his father left him quite some debt. If Mateo and | could earn
more, we would pay it off in a heartbeat, but at the moment, we can only offer moral



support.

Well, maybe | will make it as an artist after all.

Mateo’ s phone signals an incoming message. “Work?’ Noel asks.

“No, just my current flirt,” Mateo mutters.

Noel’ s head perks up. “The cute girl you were dating. So, how’sit going?’

Mateo’s expression saysit all.

“Oh,” Noel says. “I am sorry, Mateo.”

“Well, a the end of the day she just wanted to fuck, occasionaly, and | wanted
something stable. Not that the sex wasn’t good.”

| sigh. “Thisreminds methat | haven't gotten laid in forever.”

“Me neither,” Noel agrees.

“Seeing how | am free today because | just got ditched, | will cook us lunch,” Mateo
says. He points a me. “You, Sterlone, go back to work so you will become famous,
and Aden Randall will stay interested. And you,”—he elbows Noel—*go and sleep.”
“Beglad that | work well under pressure,” | mutter.

“That's aways been your strong point,” Mateo says, making a shooing gesture

towards me. “Do as | tell you. Lunch will be ready in two hours, by yours truly,
Mateo.”



Noel and | exchange a look. Both of us know better than to argue with Mateo. He is
the nicest guy I’ve ever met, but he is aso persistent. Once he puts his foot down, it
firmly remains there until we oblige.

three

*ADEN*

Shades of Bluenow has its proud place in my living room, giving me the chance to
look at it every day. There is something about the intricate lines of his brush, the
shading, and the emotions it captured. Sometimes, | just look at the picture,
wondering what the man sitting on the edge of the bathtub is thinking or feeling. |
wonder what his face looks like, and if his expression is as melancholic as the
painting makes it seem.

During the last couple of weeks, | have bought every painting Sterling made. All of
them have the same fascinating technigue. None of them captures my heart like his
first painting did, but that doesn’t matter.

| am intrigued now. The artist has caught my interest.

With all due respect to his talent, though, | doubt he will be able to repeat the feeling
the first painting struck in me. Paintings with a soul aretoo rare.

Then, however, Lynn calls me and tells me of Sterling’ s fourth painting.
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‘“Yearning'.
It's the same young man, standing on a shore, the sea in front of him dark and
unsettling, the light dim. From behind the man, shadows seem to be approaching. It

hitsright in the feels, again.

“Cedric.” | march into the small adjacent office where Cedric is working. “ Sterling
Thomas has made a new painting.”

“l have heard!” he beams. “It has to be good.”

“Good doesn’'t even remotely describe it,” | say. “I want it to be shown in the
galery.”

Cedric’s mouth drops open. “In... the regular exhibition?’ He lowers his voice to a
whisper asif heis scared anyone might spy on us. “Likefor real.”

| sigh. “Yes, Cedric, for real.”

“Can | make areel on Instagram for it?”

| have no idea what aredl is, but | assume he is going to advertise it. “Giveit al the
attention it deserves, and...” | furrow my brows. “Contact Sterling’s manager. | want

ameeting with him and his artist, preferably over lunch.”

“Got you, sir!” He opens his notebook to scribble something down, a frown on his
face while he purses his lips. “Maybe not too hipster...” he mutters to himself. “And



not too fancy either...”

“What are you mumbling about?’

“Oh.” He smiles brightly. “You, Mr. Randall, don't like hipster restaurants. And |
assume a new artist won't enjoy atoo fancy one. | am going to book something that
catersto you both.”

“That’ s not the worst idea you had today.”

He beams. “Thank you!”

| stare at him, speechless at how happily he reacted to my random teasing comment.
The golden retriever puppy vibe he gives off is truly a force to reckon with. Once |
am back in my own office, Lynn comes over.

“Found your new toy?’ she asks.

“It'san artist, not atoy. And | don’t dispose of them, once | have supported them.”
“It was a joke, Aden, relax. | know.” She looks around, eyeing one of Sterling's
pictures that | had put on my office wall. “So, you chose Sterling Thomas.
Interesting.”

“Why are you surprised?’

“Heisn't your style usually. Don’'t get me wrong, | like his work, | just didn’t know
you would.”

“His technique needs improvement,” | say, getting up to stand next to her, looking at
the painting. “But the way he paints has personality. He takes risks without forcing



himself to do them. It flows naturally. He is able to capture a moment and make it
seem dlive, but he doesn't copy the moment either. What we see is what he sees
through his tinted glasses at that time.” | pause. “That’s talent. It's raw and honest.
Probably a guy who faced some hardships and who is empathic enough to see what’'s
inside someone’ s soul.”

“And you can tell all that while looking at his picture?’

| tilt my head, thinking ofY earningagain, and the melancholy init. Only his paintings
with this young man have that unique feel to them. “Yes.”

“You are a generous man, Aden.”

“Where did that come from?”

“l am just saying,” she shrugs. “Y ou give back to the community.”

“The community made me big. It's only logical that | would want to give back.”

She chuckles. “If it werelogical, everyone would do it. You are an altruist.”

“You aresilly. A true atruist would do much more than | do.”

“Whatever you say.” She shrugs before shifting the topic al of a sudden. “ So, Oliver
called me.”



Page 8

Source Creation Date: July 9, 2025, 7:31 am

“No, hedidn’t.” | pinch my nose in annoyance.

“He just wanted to know how you are.”

“He can call me himself.”

“That’s what | told him, too,” she says. “Guess what, | am not too fond of talking to
my ex either. But apparently, he didn’t get the memo.” A pause. “He said you barely
talk to anyone from home.”

“1t’ s nothing personal,” | say shortly.

“Itisn't?

“No, | just don't feel close to them.” | let my eyes wander overY earningagain. “Do
you know the feeling that you don’t belong?’

“Y es, sometimes, in certain situations.”

| walk to my desk and pick up afolder to hand to her. “Here. Y ou said you needed an
assistant. These are the applicants for the job. Take a look at them and tell me who
you want to see.” | pause. “And next time Oliver calsyou, tell him, it's not cool.”

| wonder what kind of person | would meet who looks like a Sterling. It’s intriguing
that he has a combination of names that makes it hard to tell which one is the
surname and which the first name. He has barely any online presence. Cedric dug
through his social media, but his only account is on Instagram, and he only shows his



art there, never his face.

Clearly, aman who shares my soul.

Unfortunately, despite my own feelings about social media, | have to agree with
Cedric that he needs to advertise better.

“Thank you for taking me with you, sir!” Cedric looks so excited, | am scared he will
bounce off awall soon.

“You are aware, you are my assistant?’ | ask. “I am not taking you along out of the
goodness of my heart.”

“1 know,” he chirps.

Well... | tried.

The restaurant Cedric chose is a smaller, more secluded place. Prices are mid-class,
not too high to make Sterling and his manager uncomfortable, but still indicating we

will get something decent. They have awine card, which | appreciate.

“They have a smaller menu here,” Cedric explains happily. “But they offer both
veggie and meat options. Plus, it’ s not too specific.”

“Not abad choice,” | agree.

He beams at me, as usual, perking up slightly when we approach our table. “Oh, they
are here already!”

“| can seethat.”



| give myself a short moment to scan the two men as quickly as possible. In my
career, | have learned to read those around me effectively. As we approach, the two
men stand up. They look to be the same age. One of them is dark-haired and tall,
easily hovering above us all, while the other is smaller in height with short brown hair
and a calm expression. He has a tattoo on his forearm, it looks like a signature of a
name—interesting—and is clad in simple clothes.

He looks slightly out of place.

“Sterling Thomas?’ | ask, as | reach out my hand towards him.

“Yes,” he says politely, shaking my hand. “I am honored to meet you, Mr. Randall.”

He doesn’t seem shy or insecure, but that’s no surprise. His paintings carry a tone of
confidence.

| turn to the man next to him, shaking his hand as well. “You must be Mateo
Wheeler?’

He nods, smiling. His expression is more open and friendly. “Yes, thank you for
inviting us, Mr. Randall.”

“Thisis my assistant—"

“Cedric Nichols,” he proclaims before | can introduce him, happily shaking hands
with both of them. As usual, he looks like he just won the lottery, his expression open

and happy.
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Sterling doesn’t bat an eye at Cedric’s display of joy and affection, but Mateo looks
amused. He tosses me a curious glance but doesn’'t say anything, and | don’t feel like
explaining Cedric, or my reasons for hiring him, to them either. It's no one' s business
but mine.

When we sit down, Mateo hits his knees against the table, cursing dlightly. “You
okay?’ Sterling asks him.

“Asaways, Sterlone.”

“Y ou know each other well,” | conclude.

“Yes, we are friends from college,” Sterling explains.
“l didn’t know you studied,” | say.

“I didn’t,” he says, openly and honestly, which | appreciate very much. “I dropped
out after one year. Uni just wasn’t for me.”

“That's okay,” Cedric chirps. “I sucked at my classes as well. | have no idea how |
finished my degree.”

| hide a groan, not sure if | should smack the back of his head for acting as if he
didn’t have a job others were dying to get, or pat his back because heisjust being his

golden retriever self.

“Areyou friends too?’ Mateo asks.



“No,” | say. “We only met three months ago.”

“Fate’ s funny sometimes,” he jokes.

| have nothing to retort. Heisjust right.

One of Cedric's strengths is not to be bothered by what anyone says, so instead of
indulging in that conversation, he pulls out a folder and a notebook. Once the waiter
takes our order, heisready to go into business.

“As | said on the phone,” | start. “I want to have an exclusive contract with you, Mr.
Thomas—"

“Can we stick with first names?’ he asks. “No one has called me Mr. Thomas in
ages.

“Finewithme,” | say.

“Really?” Mateo asks skeptically.

11 Y%.”

“Mr. Randall is far less stuck-up than everyone makes him look,” Cedric comes to
my defense, though | have mixed feelings about what he just said. Cedric turnsto me.
“But the distanced, cool CEO image works too well for you,” Cedric analyzes. “Our
followerson TikTok eat it up.”

| decide to ignore him. “If | decide to support an artist, of course this means it comes
with benefits.” | gesture towards Cedric to take over, leaning back and sipping at my
wine. It's aso his chance to show off. He never does it arrogantly, | don't think heis
capable of being arrogant, but he easily switches into business mode. He tells Mateo



and Sterling in detail what an exclusive contract means, what kind of say they will
have, and what we offer in return.

No artist needs to sell their soul to me. I am not Mephisto. | want them to keep their
own style, their muse and their pace. But | invest in them and, in return, | get the first
bid on their art, allowing me to put it into my gallery and sell it for them. It's part of
the business.

“It' sfine with me,” Sterling says.

“Don’t you want to sleep on it for anight, Sterlone?’ Mateo exclaims.

“No, it’s not like there is any better offer coming through anytime soon.” He nods at
me. “He has a reputation.”

“Well, sure, but—"

“Thank you,” Sterling tells me. “1 will happily take the offer.”

| can barely hide my amusement when | see the frown on Mateo’s forehead. Seems
like | am not the only one with difficult work relations.

To ease his mind, however, and to show him that | am genuine, | hand the two men
four VIP tickets. “Thisisfor a private dinner party that will be held at my gallery this
weekend,” | say. “I would be happy to see both of you. It will give you a chance to
network, Sterling.”

He groans. “I haveto, don't |7
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“l can help with your social media accounts,” Cedric offers before frowning and
turning to me. “Am | alowed to do that? Is that part of my work?’

Another sigh leavesmy lips. “Yes, itis.”

He smiles happily. “Leaveit up to me, Sterling, | am good at this stuff.”
“There are four tickets,” Mateo says. “Are we allowed to bring friends?’
“Or family or adate,” | offer.

Mateo's eyes light up. “That’s a cool thing, Sterlone! There will be other artists and
potential buyersthere. Y ou can get your name out there.”

“That’'sthe plan,” | verify.

Mateo seems to be fully on board by now. | know that he is a business major, and |
am sure he researched me beforehand and is well aware of how the business works.
He might not be experienced yet, but he has the drive to pull it off.

The two men discuss who they want to take along for the event, while | text Lynn to
prepare the papers. On my phone, Ican see the notification of a missed call and a
message. It's not Oliver thistime, but one of my other brothers.

They really are persistent.

four



*NOEL*

“And why do you want me to come along?’ | ask. “I am completely out of place
there!” Not that it isn't great that Ster got this deal, but | don’t belong to this crowd at
all.

“For moral support,” Sterling says.

“You can flirt with someone there,” Mateo offers.

“What, you want me to grab arich, sugar daddy?’

“No,” Mateo curls his nose. “That would be too dangerous, but you could still flirt.”
“You could try your luck with Aden in person or his assistant. Both are handsome.”
“Maybe his assistant,” Mateo says. “But do you think Aden Randall is gay?’

“1 don’'t know. He doesn’t give off specific vibes either way. He could be.”

“Earth to Sterling and Mateo, | am not coming.” They both look at me. Mateo,
through huge, puppy eyes, which he can pull off despite his impressive height, and
Sterling just gives me a big bro look that’s hard to ignore. “I don’t have anything to
dressin.”

“Oh, | have you covered,” Mateo smiles. “I got asuit for you.”

The vein a my neck starts to throb in annoyance. Bad enough | have to work my ass
off in the night club, but to join an evening activity in my free time?

“It's going to be something far from what we usually do,” Ster says, suddenly all



serious. “This could be good, couldn’t it? All three of us have been stagnating for
years. | am not afan of such an event either, but we haven’t done anything together in
ages, and this is a chance to mingle with people we usually don't meet. Just
something new, you know?’

“Fine,” | grumble. “The suit?’

Mateo shows me a garment bag with a suit neatly stored inside it. “Here you go. Try
it on, so we can have it altered in case it doesn't fit.”

“Why would you get it altered? Don’t tell me you bought it!”

“1 did,” Mateo says.

“Don’t argue with him,” Ster mutters. “He bought me a new suit aswell.”

“Obvioudly. You have to look like a star,” Mateo argues.
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“You know he is right,” | admit. “In a way, this is your party.” | pause. “lamvery
happy for you, in case that didn’t come through properly.”

“1 know you are,” Ster says, smiling. “But thank you for saying it. And you did help a
lot already.”

“Right, it wasShades of Bluethat caught Aden Randall’s eye,” Mateo muses.
“Any art of yourswould have,” | point out.

“1 think it struck something in him,” Ster says. “And as an artist, that’s what makes
me happy. | mean, how high are the chances for one of the most popular gallerists
and art patrons to discover one of my paintings, fall in love with it, and then decide to
mentor me?”’

“l agree,” Mateo inspects his own suit. As usual, he got it tailored. His legs are just
too long for anything you can buy in a normal shop. “But youaregood, and you
worked hard.”

“A lot of artists are good and work hard,” he argues. “And yet they will never be able
to make it big. Part of it isluck. And | know I got lucky. There is no need to pretend |

made it on talent alone. | am very thankful for the help | received.”

“At least show me that Randall guy,” | say. “I need to know who you are dealing
with.”

Mateo takes one of the art brochures he has been carrying around, because they



feature Ster’s art, too, as he was part of that huge opening exhibition. “Here,” he says,
opening a page and showing me the man.

| was expecting an older man. “Just how old is he? | thought he would at least be in
hisfifties!”

“1 believe heisin hislate thirties,” Mateo says.

True, Aden Randall looks like he is in his 30s. He is wearing a suit, he's neatly
combed his hair, and his expression is serious.

Ster was right. Heishandsome.

“Helooks neat,” | say instead.

Mateo snorts. “Right.”

Furrowing my brows, | inspect the picture closely. Something about this dude rings a
bell. “ Are there more pictures of him?’

“He s pretty private,” Mateo says. “But his gallery has a social media account. He is
in some of the pics there. Wait...” He searches for something on his phone before
handing it to me. Most of the pictures are of artworks and artists, but there aresome
funny reels, too. Occasionally, though, there are pictures of the staff working for
Aden Randall.

And...
“Here, he is wearing a suit again, but the quality is better.” The comments seem to

fuss over him. | am not surprised. He looks composed and well put-together, a tad
mysterious even. A person who doesn’t give away too much. | zoom in on the pic,



staring at the face now. “I know him,” | mutter.

“What?' Mateo stares at me.

“l have seen him somewhere before... but where...” | search for another pic with
Aden Randall init, and stare at it again. This time he is wearing a long, elegant coat,
and his hair is styled, but not as neatly as for the officia picture. “OH MY GOD!” |
blurt out, tossing the phone away in shock.

Ster catchesit last second. “What now?’

| throw my hands in the air, pacing up and down the room while hiding my face.
“Fuck, it'shim!”

“1 have no idea what you are talking about,” Mateo mutters. “And next time, please
don’t throw my phone.”

“So, who ishe?” Ster urges.

“The guy!” | say, turning to them. “The macaroni guy!”

It takes a while to sink in, but once it does, realization dawns on my friends faces.
“No way,” Mateo exclaims.

“Heisthe guy who saved your ass?’ Ster asks. “When you shoplifted?’

| was seventeen back then, and my situation was getting worse every day. My father
had used me for shoplifting before, so | knew some techniques. | was just hungry. But
this time, the shop owner spotted me. If it weren't for Aden Randall, who was
coincidentally at the same place, the shop owner would have called the police.



“It'sredly him,” | say in disbelief. He has been living in my mind, rent-free, for a
while now. For him, it might have just been a small kind thing to do, but for me, it
was more.
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“Your crush!” Mateo exclaims.
| press my lips together, annoyed. “Heis not my crush.”

Mateo ignores what | just said. “See, even more reason to join the party,” he grins.
“You can finally thank him in person.”

“It's been a couple of years, | am sure he can't remember,” | say. “I looked different
back then, and it was just a moment.”

“Well, you remember him,” Ster points out. “ So, why shouldn’t he?’

“Because it was a meaningful moment for me. A turning point. | am sure for him it
was just a fleeting moment.”

“You never know.” Ster shrugs. “So, | assume you are joining us?’

| look at my suit, trying to play it cool. “I guess | have to, now.”

*ADEN*

Lynn and | go through al the details for the dinner party. Everything is already set,

but it's always good to take a last look at everything. We are aimost done when my
phone vibrates.

A message?



Hey little bro!

| frown.

Lynn tosses me alook. “Oliver?’

“No, Francis.”

| just met Oliver for a couple of cocktails. Why don’t you join us? We'd love to see
you!

Francis works a corporate job; he is in finance and is doing very well. He and | are
the only ones with more traditional jobs.

| curse myself for having read the message immediately. Now he knows I’ ve seen it.

Can't.l type back.l am at work.

That’ s technically not alie, though Lynn and | are about to wrap things up.

That sucks. But join us next time!

| don’t know what to answer, so | leave it at that. Shortly after, a new message from
Francis comes through.

Oh, forgot to tell you: We saw the coverage of your opening exhibition. Congrats!
At this, my fingers almost twitch with wanting to send areply. In my family, | am the

only one with an interest in art, | always have been, and | know that the channels that
covered the interviews about the last exhibit aren’t those they’ d usually watch.



| stop myself from replying, deciding to leave things the way they are.

“Everything okay?’ Lynn asks.

11 Y%."

“You don’'t look okay, though.”

“No, it's nothing. Just didn’t expect a message from Francis. He wanted me to join
him and Oliver for adrink.”

“Why don’t you?”’
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“l don’'t know,” | admit. “1 would feel out of place.”

She looks at me thoughtfully. “I don’t know, Aden. It looks to me like they’d want to
hang out with you.”

| shrug. “But why? We weren’t close as kids. It makes no sense.”

“Why wouldn’t it? They grew up, too, and now probably want to be close to their
little brother.” She pauses. “Y ou know Oliver and | dated in college.”

“1 know.” Lynn was always nice to me. Pity that Oliver and she didn’t work out. |
was over the moon when we coincidentally met years later and began working

together.

“He never said anything bad about you,” she says. “In fact, he was aways
overthinking what to gift you for your birthdays.”

“Yes, Oliver isn't too bad,” | admit. At least he didn’'t bully me, but it's not like he
cared alot either.

“Maybe you are overthinking it.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” | say. “But for now, | want to keep the status quo.”
Family just tires me out. Not so much Mom, but everyone else does. University was

the first time in my life when | felt truly like | belonged and could flourish. | just
don’t like returning home, even for a brief visit.



| pack my things up and squeeze Lynn’s shoulder. “Make sure to get some sleep.”

“1 will. Has Mateo told you yet, how many guests they will be coming with?’

“Yes, they will bring a friend and one sibling. | believe Sterling's sister will be
attending.”

“Great!” She nods contentedly. “I will bring a date too. Is that okay?’

“Of course! The guy from the fitness studio?’

“No, the one | met for my marathon training,” she says. “HeisinIT.”

“Good. | am happy for you!”

She grins. “Now we just need to find someone for you. Y ou have been single for too
long.” Before | can open my mouth, she continues. “Occasional hookups don’t count.
What' s with the guy you met in the park?’

“There were no sparks,” | admit. “I just want there to be an attraction, too.”

“Yeah, | getit.” She moves her fingertip over her lipsin athoughtful gesture. “Maybe
it' sthe type of guysyou are looking for.”

“What' s wrong with them?’ | ask.

“You tell me! What do they all have in common?”’

“Well, they are well-dressed, they are quiet and serious,” | say.

“Yeah, like you,” she says bluntly. “You never take any risk, Aden. You just go for



the easiest solution. Y ou know more than anyone else how to get one of these men,
because they are like you. You talk about sparks and feelings, but you are very
rational about how you pick them. Now, rationality can be good if that’s your thing,
but it clearly isn’t.”

“Areyou saying | am self-sabotaging?’

“l am saying you go for guys who you know won't interest you on a deeper level.
Because then it means you won’'t need to engage with them, you won’'t need to get to
know them, you won't need to open up, you will have it easy and boring, and it will
be zero effort to dump them.”

“That was blunt,” | mutter.

“Sorry?’ she offers, clearly not meaning it. “Just think about it.”

Am | really doing that? Flirting with a guy | am only remotely interested in and not
allowing myself to date someone | actually find intriguing? For years now, I’ve only

had loose affairs. My last actual relationship was years ago, and it was a disaster.

So, maybe sheisright.
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For amoment, Lynn stays silent before picking up the folder with Sterling’ s name on.
Cedric and | have been collecting his data and his plans for the future. “Looks like he
and his manager are decent guys. From what | have seen and heard so far, | like them.
They seem genuine.”

“Sterling’s art is genuine, too,” | say. “I would have been surprised if he appeared
arrogant.”

“You have agood eye for artists,” she says. “| don’t know how you do it.”

“You can see it in the way they paint and form an idea into reality, how they
approach their motives, where they take inspiration from.”

“You say that as if it's easy to read them,” she chuckles. “That's why | keep to our
finances. You and Cedric do the rest.”

| groan. “Sometimes | feel more like a babysitter for Cedric than a boss.”

“Don’'t complain,” she grins. “He is the first one you' ve worked well with. Don’t
chase our golden retriever away! He can handle your perfectionism.”

“Shut up,” | chuckle. “I will take that as my cue to go home now. | am working from
home tomorrow. Cedric has his day off.”

“1 will be here,” she reassures me. “In case something urgent comes in, but | doubt it
will. Fridays are slow.”



| nod. “See you on Saturday for the dinner party,”

five

*ADEN*

The dinner party | host in the gallery, once ayear, is for alimited audience. The main
artists shown in my gallery are invited, some artists who usually apply for the event,

some of my most loya customers, some art enthusiasts, and of course, my
employees.

It's afancy event, but also an intimate one with people | appreciate and trust. And it’s
an opportunity for new artists to network.

“Thisisamazing!” Cedric gapes. He doesn’t even hide how happy heis. From all my
guests, heis probably the most in awe.

“Close your mouth or you will catch afly,” Lynn teases, before introducing the man
at her side. He istall and athletic, pretty much like Lynn herself. He has a kind, open

face. “Patrick, meet my employer and friend, Aden Randall, and his mascot, Cedric.”

“1 am not his mascot,” Cedric says seriously while shaking Patrick’s hand. “1 am his
assistant.”

“It's nice to meet you,” | say, shaking his hand as well.

“The pleasureis al mine.” Patrick puts his arm around Lynn’s shoulder and smiles at
us.

We make a bit of small talk, but neither Lynn nor | are big on it. Knowing her, she
just wants to drag her man to the buffet and eat something, and flirt with him. |



wholeheartedly understand that. She works enough, and this evening is for her to
switch off working mode.

| decide to retreat politely. “I am going to greet some of my guests. Enjoy the
evening, you two.”

“Wewill,” Lynn says. “Thank you.”

“1 just saw one of the influencers from the opening night of the last exhibit,” Cedric
says. “Timeto network!”

| shake my head, amused, when | see him walk away. He walks with so much energy,
and almost like he is dancing. On my own now, | walk through the gallery and talk to
whoever | walk by. A lot of these people are friends, too, or at least acquaintances. |
also make an effort to talk to the artists who are here for the first time.

Sterling and Mateo are here also.

“Aden.” Sterling addresses me in his natural, calm and confident manner. It takes me
by surprise, but then | remember we settled on a first-name basis. “Thank you so

much for the invitation.”

“l am glad to see both of you here.” My gaze fals on the young woman next to
Sterling. *Y ou must be Sterling’ s sister?”’

“Yes.” She smilesshyly. “I am Roxana, Sterling’ s younger sister.”

She looks a lot younger than him though looks can deceive.

“Roxana hasjust started college,” Sterling explainsto me.
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“1 couldn’t have done it without you,” she says, smiling at her brother. Then she turns
to me. “ Sterling has been supporting me for years now.”

That makes a lot of sense. There is some sort of melancholy in his pictures,
something real and heart-wrenching aside from his confidence. If he is the one
supporting his sister, it makes me wonder what their parents are doing or if they are
still around.

However, it’s not my position to ask, and certainly not the right time for it.

“1 am happy to see you here, Roxana. | hope you will enjoy the evening.”

“I'msure | will.” She smiles happily. “ Thank you.”

“And your second guest?’ | ask.

“Oh, he is grabbing something to eat,” Mateo says, gesturing towards the buffet. |
follow the direction he is pointing at, my eyes falling on a young man with wavy hair
and a slender figure. My heart aimost stops beating.

“Shades of Blue,” | mutter.

Mateo and Roxana haven’t heard me, too busy chatting, but Sterling has. He stares at
me, his mouth dropping open. “How could you tell?’ he asks quietly.

“You captured him too well for me not to recognize him.”



“No one else can,” Sterling muses. “Aside from those who know us well enough. He
isone of my best friends, like a brother to me.”

“l am going to say helloto him,” | say.

“Areyou not afraid it will shatter your illusion?’ Sterling sounds curious, not upset or
worrying.

“No, not at all. Do you know why?’

“l have no idea,” Sterling admits.

“Heis your muse, not mine,” | explain. “For me, however, your picture scratched on
asurface | want to know more about.”

Sterling purses his lips and nods. “I guess | understand.” He smirks. “He has claws,
be careful.”

His words make me chuckle. “I figured as much.”

| leave the small group and walk towards the buffet, grabbing a plate and putting
some pieces of food onto it before | approach the young man. He looks to be the same
age as Mateo and Sterling.

“Hello,” | say.

The young man startles, raising his eyes to look at me. He looks surprised first, then
nervous, before a new expression spreads over his face. Defiance? Curiosity? It's
hard to tell, but very intriguing. Sterling was scared it would shatter my illusion to see
him or talk to him, but in fact, seeing his face makes me even more curious. “You are
the young man from Sterling’ s paintings.”



The guy gapes, his face turning red like an overripe tomato. “How could you tell?
Ster never shows my face!”

“He caught your core,” | say. The core of his soul.

“S0, you know me already?’ he asks defiantly.

“Not at all,” | say. “I just recognized the man on the bathtub and the man at the
beach. | have no ideawho you redlly are.”

Though something does strike me as odd, have | seen the man somewhere before?

At that, he blinks. “Noel,” hefinaly says. “That’s my name.”

“Aden.”

“1 know,” he says. “ See, | know something too.”

“Areyou interested in art?’
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“No,” he says, so honestly that it makes me smile. “I mean, | like Ster’s art, but |
don’t know much about artists and paintings,” he hurriesto explain.

“1f you don’t know much about it, how did you know me?’

“Mateo showed me your picture,” he admits. “And...”

“And?’

“We met years ago, briefly,” he admits.

So, | do know him! My gut feeling didn’t betray me. | scan his face, trying to place it
somewhere. Noel is watching me, before he shrugs. “It was just a brief encounter,” he
reassures me. “And you probably meet tons of people daily.”

“Won't you tell me how we met?’

“No,” he says bluntly.

Goodness gracious. That guy does have claws! | try to remind myself that he is not
my usual type and that flirting with him will probably just lead me to be disappointed
at best and heartbroken at worst, but damn it, | feel weirdly drawn to him. It's his
eyes. His deep, soulful eyes. Sterling captured his very essence so well, it's even

more mind-boggling now that | am talking to him in person.

“Carefor aglass of wine?’ | ask him.



Noel blinks at me, eyes wide. Then he nods. | take two glasses for us, walking to the
balcony with him following me. “Why don’t you push me for an answer?’ he asks
after | hand him aglass.

“You said you wouldn't tell me,” | say. “ So, what’ s the use in pushing you?”

It has the wanted effect because Noel’s eyebrow starts twitching. “You are kind of
infuriating,” he says bluntly. He obviously doesn’t mean it, though, or he would have
left me by myself. Instead, he keeps sipping at his glass.

“Do you like the wine?’

“Yes, it'sagood Cabernet Sauvignon.”

This does take me by surprise. | didn’t think he would so easily be able to tell what
we are drinking. “ So, you are a wine connoisseur?”’

“Not realy,” Noel says. “But | know the most important wines.”

“How come?”

“1 am abartender,” he explains. He looks flustered asif it's embarrassing to admit.

“S0, you can mix cocktails?’

He perks up visibly. “I can, but | don’t like alcohol much.” He gestures at his glass. “|
only occasionally have aglass, but usually stay away from heavy stuff.”

“Wait, you are working as a bartender, but don’t like the drinks there?’

“Yeah, | don't. It'salong story.”



| wait a moment in case he wants to tell me more, but he doesn’t. Understandable, |
don’'t waltz around, telling random strangers my problems either. | let my gaze
wander over Noel once more. He is nothing like Sterling’ s paintings, but at the same
time, heis. It’'s the discrepancy between the melancholy around him, which Sterling
catches in his pictures, and his confident, slightly prickly personality.

| am fascinated.

“Mr. Randall?’

| raise my gaze to look right into Noel’s eyes. Warm-toned, brown eyes, hidden
behind his wavy bangs. He looks beautiful.

Not what | go for usually.

My God, what am | even thinking? Lynn didn’t do me any good.

1 Y %?l
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“Areyou hitting on me?’ he asks.

| snort at his bluntness. “1 don’t know yet. Am |7

“1 don’t know either,” he says.

For a moment, we just look at each other. | can’'t deny an initial attraction to this guy,
but at the same time, | am not sure if he is the challenge | want. Is it true that | am
always choosing the easy way? Was Lynn right with what she said?

“Maybe you are just obsessed with Ster’s paintings of me,” he adds.

“Maybe,” | admit.

Noel looks surprised. “You are honest,” he mutters.

“Isthat a problem?”

“No, infact, | prefer it that way.” A pause. “And now?’

For amoment, | consider my options. | have no idea what the fuck | want, and what |
am even doing here with Noel, but somehow Lynn’s words still echo in me. She is
right. What | have been doing the last couple of years has been utterly sad and

bordering on pathetic.

“Here,” | say, taking a business card out of my pocket. On the back, | scribble down
my private number. “If you ever feel like going for coffee or a drink—atype of drink



you like—text me.”

“You areleaving it up to me?’ Noel asks. “The ball isin my court, huh?’

“Maybeitis” | admit. “But | gave you my private number, didn’t 1? | barely hand it

out.

“Not even to hook-ups?’ he asks.

“No, not to anyone. Barely anyone has my private number. | mostly use my work
phone. Feels less personal.”

Noel looks at me in awe. “Then it's specia,” he says, neatly placing the card | just
handed him in his wallet. Then the sass is back in his eyes. “Don’'t believe | won't
contact you!”

| chuckle. “1 am curious to seeif you will.”

SiX

*NOEL*

For al my bravado the other night, contacting Aden is much more difficult than |
thought it would be. The card with his private number on, is safely secured in my
wallet. It feels so heavy. Every time | take my wallet out, | feel like it burns my
hands.

In my job, | usually know when a guy flirts with me, and | get hit on alot. Had Aden
hit on me, it would have turned me off immediately, but he just talked with me, and
while he seemed interested, he didn’t look like he was about to jump into anything
either. He didn't look too certain that he wanted methatway.



“You look like you are trying to solve a really difficult math problem,” Emma says
while pouring herself some coffee.

She is one of my roommates. | live with three guys and two girlsin a quite cramped
apartment. | can’'t afford more with my dad’ s debt dangling over my head, but at |east
they are nice people. Mateo and Ster hate that | am living here. They think the areais
unsafe, and they keep begging me to move in with one of them temporarily, but |
can't rely on them all the time. | can’'t take advantage of their kindness, and frankly,
Ster has been supporting his sister for so many years, so it's not like he isn't
swimming in money. And Mateo is still paying off his student debt.

“It'snothing,” | mutter.

“Sure,” Emmalaughs. “Tell me.”

“Man, Emma, don’t you have your own problems?’

“Nope,” she says.

“Don’'t you need to study?’ She is currently in college, and most of the time, either
studying or working to support herself.

“1 had my exam yesterday,” she says.

“And how did it go?’
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“Well,” she says. “But don’t change the subject. What’'s wrong?’

Sighing, | sit down, accepting a cup of coffee from her. “Y ou are not going to let this
rest, are you?’

“I won't.”
“Okay, so, | was at this event last weekend, remember?’
“The high society art event, right?’

“Yeah.” | pause. “The owner of the gallery, who is sponsoring Ster, held it. | met him
there.”

“Okay,” she sayswhile dragging the O out. “And heisaweirdo?’
“No.” | feel my cheeksflush. “Heiscalm and serious, and... nice.”

Emma stares at me, before a wide grin spreads on her face. “Ohhhh, that’s what this
isabout! Heis also very hot, huh?’

“l can't deny that,” | admit. Aden looks exactly like I would imagine a businessman
out of a magazine. He is tall with a toned body, dark hair in a fashionable cut that
sometimes falls into his forehead, and dark brown eyes. But that’s not al. “Heis hot,
but heisaso... Thereis something about him. He has that thoughtful ook in his eyes
sometimes. Y ou know, that gaze of an artist like Ster has... Aden hasit too. Like he
sees something, and truly sees it. He must be loaded, but he isn't waltzing around



showing it off. No show-off brands, no golden watches, just a normal handsome guy
inasuit.”

“You should go into sales,” Emma muitters. “Because now | am curious as fuck about
this guy. So, you talked?’

“Yes, hewas instantly ableto tell that | am the one from Ster’s paintings. No one else
can usually tell.” It was a shock to have Aden be able to tell, at first glance, that it's
me. A surprise that made him all the more intriguing.

“Was he flirting with you?’

“l am not sure,” | say. “That’s the problem. | think he was interested in me, maybe
because | am in the drawings, but | don’t know if there is more than that. Usually |
can tell.”

“Yeah, you can tell because you are used to these sleazy assholes in your club hitting
on you. That's not how normal guys approach someone in a normal situation,” she
explains.

“He gave me his private number, but he didn't make it clear if he wants to... you
know... fuck me.”

“Right, Noel,” Emma snorts. “Like | said, there are people out there who are not just
after you for a quick fuck. He gave you his number so that you can talk or meet, not
to get you into bed immediately. If he wanted that, he would have gone about it
differently.”

| stare at her. “Y ou think he wants to talk?”’

“Yeah, if what you said about him is true, then | guess he wants to get to know you



better.”

“Why?’

“Noel, baby, you for sure have dated before, haven't you? Then you know—"

“I haven't,” | admit.

“What?!” she exclaims. “But you meet guys—"

“Y eah, to fuck.”

“Are you kidding? But then, you do have a pretty face, | get why they are attracted to

youl.

Sheisright with what she says. | can’t even count the amount of times | have heard a
guy tell me he wants to slap his cock against myprettyface and cover it in his cum, or
fuck myprettymouth. | know | am pretty, and | wasn't ashamed to use it to my
advantage as a teen when Dad forced me to do shady shit for him, or when Mom
needed drugs or acohol.

| am a pretty face, but not much more.

“Usually, no oneistruly interested,” | say. “lI am exhausting.”

“You are not exhausting,” she says. “You are just used to meeting losers. If you were
exhausting, | wouldn’t be your friend. And Ster and the tall, hot guy wouldn’'t be

ether.”

The tall, hot guy? | have to hold back a chuckle. Mateo is usually the tallest person
wherever he goes. He used to be insecure about it, and a bit of his insecurity still



remains, but he doesn’'t care as much anymore. And he is a hot guy. Ster and | make
sureto tell him al the time.
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“1 just don’t think | have much to offer.”
“Why do you say that?’

“My debt, my lack of time because of two awful jobs, | have roommates despite not
being a student anymore, the sleazy bars | am working at, my shady past. And—"

“Noel, you are overthinking this. You have a lot to offer. Instead of shooting down
the possibility of a hot, decent guy being into you, why not just message him and give
him a chance? Get to know the dude! Y ou always complain how everyone justwants
to get you into bed. Now there is a guy who actually wants to know more about you.
That’ s what you were always waiting for.”

| take Aden’s card in my hand, looking at it. It doesn’t help that he is the guy who
saved my life. He can't remember, so maybe that’s good. But | have definitely put
him on a pedestal, and now | am supposed to reach out and sully this perfect person
with my presence and with my shitty problems.

“You will regret it forever if you don't do it,” Emma adds. “You are into him.
Anyone with a brain can tell. It doesn’'t matter if you are insecure or not. Give
yourself a chance. Talk to him, meet him, see where it leads you. Maybe your
feelings were wrong, maybe he just wants to be friends. No one can tell that. But if
you won’'t even try, you will have to live with that forever.”

*ADEN*

| guess | have the ball now.



| look at the message, my amusement growing when Noel sends a GIF, immediately
afterwards, with alittle animated blob hitting a tennis ball.

“What are you grinning at?’ Lynn asks.

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? Y ou are staring at your private phone. Y ou never grin when you receive a
message there.”

“Yes, because usualy it’s family.”

Originaly, only Mom had my private number, but eventually my brothers got it too. |
guess it was inevitable. The only other person who has this number is Lynn, and now
Noel.

“Exactly! Which makes me wonder what it is that makes you grin like an idiot. Can’t
be me, because | am sitting here, and unless you haven't handed out your number.”
She pauses. “Wait amoment, you did!”

“Lynn—"

“Y ou gave someone your number, and it can’'t be one of your shallow affair partners,
because you never give them your private number.” She gapes. “Unless you are sick,
and thisis your doctor writing to you.”

“Would I grin then?’

“1f he has good news, maybe.”

“It’ s fucking weird how your brain works, yet somehow it makes sense. But | am not



ill, and thisis not adoctor.” | pause. “It'saguy.”

Lynn stares at me. “No way!”

“Itis.”

“1 don’'t believe you,” she says. “It’s been years since you let anyone sneak into your
phone. You are absolutely anal about your phone number. The only two people you
handed it to are your mom and me, and then your mom spilled it to one of your
brothers, and you got even more private with it. You are the only person | know who
usually handles everything viawork phone.”

“Maybe you areright,” | hear myself say.

“About what? Y ou being anal about your phone number?”

“That too, but maybe also about what you said the other day. Me and my dating, and
how | don't serioudly try for a relationship, but just go for men who | know won't
interest me enough to give them areal chance. Shallow relationships, you know?’
“And thisguy is different?’

“He definitely is different.”

“But?’

“l don't know yet,” | say. “I don’'t know if | want to pursue him. He is interesting,
though.”



Page 20

Source Creation Date: July 9, 2025, 7:32 am

“Okay.” Shelooksat me. “I am still waiting for the ‘but’.
“Heismy type,” | admit quietly. “My real type. Like Emil was my type.”
“Aden,” she says. “I know Emil left you burnt. He was a problem, not because he was
your type but because he was Emil. If you go into every potential relationship with
the thought of the guy being like Emil, then how is that fair? So, let me guess. You
said he might be your type: melancholic, sassy, direct, maybe a bit loud?’

| nod.

“A lot of people are like that. It's not like all of them are like Emil. It just so
happened that Emil was one of them, not the other way round.”

“1 know,” | say. “Fuck, | know. Which iswhy | gave him my number.”

“Who isit?’ sheasks curiously. “Do | know them?”’

“Yes, and no.” | sigh. “You will have afield day with this, once tell you.”

“Now | am even more curious.”

“Heisthe model from Sterling’s paintings.”

Her mouth drops open while she stares at me, dumbfounded, then she bursts into

laughter. “I can’'t fucking believe it. How small is the world! This has to be fate,
Aden!”



“Isit not waird?”’

“Absolutely, it's fucking weird, but it's so you. The universe is giving you a sign,
obviously.”

“Youdon't believein fate,” | chuckle.

“l do,” she says. “When it's convenient. And now it is! You are not going to shoot
him down now that he messaged you, are you?’

“I won't, which iswhy | told you.” | scrunch my nose. “If | want to run, you need to
stop me from going anywhere without giving it areal shot.”

She smiles. “Get to know him, Aden. You deserve someone at your side, someone
you can love and someone who loves you.”

seven

*NOEL*

Ican’t fucking believe that | did it. | wrote Aden Randall the most unoriginal, pathetic
message. What’'s even more of a mindfuck is that he replied. It's funny because he
writes exactly the way he talks, exactly how I'd imagine him to. Polite, in full
sentences and with perfect grammar. He doesn’'t use any emojis or GIFs either, but he
hearted my silly football GIF, so | guess that’s something.

“A friend’s going to drop by, Cal,” | tell my co-worker, while we prepare the glasses
we will need |ater.

“Here?’ Cal asks.



“Yeah.”

“Why would anyone come here?’ he queries.

He isn't wrong. | don’t even let Ster or Mateo come. They only dropped by once to
see how | was doing, obvioudly hated it butdidn’t want to butt into my business too
much. We set the rule that they are allowed to complain about where | work and live,
but aren’t allowed to come and visit.

“Because | invited them.”

“ And why would you do that?’

“1 want him to see where | am working and what | am doing,” | say. “Maybe that’s
pathetic, but the earlier he sees the better.”

Cal looks at me thoughtfully. He is ayoung guy, younger than me, and equally trying
to pay off adebt. “It’ sthatkind of visitor,” he mutters.

“What do you mean?’
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“1t’ s someone you want to test,” he adds. “Means he must be important to you.”

“l don’'t know that yet,” | admit. “But in case he becomes important, | want him to
know now, so | won't get disappointed by him later.”

“l am not judging you,” he tells me. “I would do the same. Give him the chance to
run now, before getting too invested and ending up broken-hearted.”

“Exactly! Plus, thisis still the safer place to meet, not like the nightclub. | wouldn’t
go that far. But when he sees this here, it's easier to tell him about the other.”

Aden Randall.

| try not to have my hopes up too high. | don’t know the man behind the handsome
face, and the image | have had of him since | met him years ago. It was a fleeting
encounter, yet it meant so much to me. If he sees me now, herein this bar, and runs, it
will break my heart and ruin the image | had of him. But it will be worse if | let him
in first, trusting him and falling for him, and then have him run when he sees my
reality. That'swhy | need to do it now, before | invest too much of my emotions into
this.

The evening starts slowly as usual, but from 9 p.m. on it's getting more and more
crowded. | have so much to do that | barely notice who is coming and going. It’s

good, it takes my mind off Aden Randall.

That is, until Cal approaches me with a plate of empty glasses.



“Heishere,” hetellsme.

“What?’ | exclam. “Y ou mean Aden?’

“l don't know his name, but it has to be him.” Cal puts the glasses aside and hands
me a fresh plate with drinks. “Go and take a peek.”

“How do you know it’s him?’

“It's the only one who doesn't look sleazy,” Cal says. “Someone like him who
dropped by accidentally would be gone again in a minute, but he sat down at the bar
and is still sitting there five minutes later. | get why you are so freaked out, though.
The guy ishot.”

My heart freezesin fear. “Oh my God.”

“Go, and face redlity,” Cal tells me. “Get it over with. That’s why you made him
come here after al.”

“Yeah... yeah... You areright.” Now that it’s getting real, though, al my confidence
and fearlessness seem to disappear. Maybe | should have prepared him alittle. Maybe
he will run now because | forced him in at the deep end instead of meeting him first
and explaining my situation to him.

But it’s not like | can change it now. Maybe Cal was wrong, and it’s another guy, and
Aden will have cancelled because some super-important appointment came up.

| try to cling to this hope for the five minutes it takes me to shuffle in front of the
counter again, just to have it shattered immediately. There he s, like Cal said, sitting
at the counter, our sticky menu in his hand. He looks at it thoughtfully. | am not sure
what he feels right now, at least he doesn’'t look downright disgusted.



It's no surprise that Cal instantly knew he was my date. Aden sticks out like a sore
thumb, or rather like a well-groomed thumb with perfectly done nails. He is his usual
elegant and stylish self. He has changed his dress pants for some dark blue jeans and
Is wearing a more sporty casual blazer. He still looks exactly like the CEO heis, but
he obviously made an effort to dress for the occasion. Something about this makes
the ground open beneath me, trying to suck me into a whirlwind of emotions.

He is so handsome. It's more obvious now next to the other dudes here than it was
during the art event.

“Hello, Mr. Randall,” | greet him, barely able to fight back my anxiety.

Aden looks up and smiles. “I thought we' d be on afirst-name basis by now.”

“Right, | forgot!” Count on me for making this even more awkward. “What can |
bring you, Aden?’

“What can you recommend?”’

| sigh, feeling my cheeks heat up in embarrassment. “Nothing,” | whisper towards
him. “Sorry for making you come here.”

Aden snorts. “Do you have whisky?’

“Yes, but it's not agood one.”

“Make it whisky sour for me. It will burn off any weird taste.”

| can do that. However, our booze is cheap, and someone like Aden will immediately

recognize it for the garbage it is, which is why | am surprised he orders anything at
all. He also doesn’t seem upset, and he doesn’'t look at me with disgust. The only time



he looks annoyed is when one of the other men here starts hitting on him.

“Fuck, what did | do?’ | mutter towards Cal.
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Cal shrugs. “Heis till here. He didn’t bolt.”

“Yeah, but now | feel bad about it.”

Cal tosses a glance at Aden. He is sipping at his drink, not minding anyone around
him. He looks a bit tired, which worries me. Probably came here from along day at
work and now has to hang out at this shithole.

“Okay,” Cal takes a deep breath. “Y ou have a short shift today anyway.”

“Yeah, only one and a half hours left.”

“1 will take over for you,” he says. “I still owe you one for jumping in for me last
week.”

“What?’ | exclam. “Areyou for real ?’

“Yes, today is a slow evening. So go, grab your handsome guy and leave. He is still
here, so obviously he is interested in you. He is hot and has rebuffed any advances
from other people here. He looks like he could become something for you, and |
don’t want you to fuck it up on your first date already.”

“Thank you,” | blurt out. “Thank you, Cal!”

“Just make something out of the remainder of the night, so that he won't bolt for
real.”



“l oweyou one!” | proclaim.

Cal smiles. “Don’'t worry. It's agive and take. The next time | have a promising date,
you can do the same for me.”

“Got you.” | give him the thumbs up before hurrying to our small staff-only area. |
freshen up swiftly so | don't reek of alcohol and sweat, change my clothes, and then
dash out into the bar area again.

Aden looks up when he notices me next to him.

“Sorry for letting you wait so long,” | say, my anxiety skyrocketing. Please don't let
him bolt now. “ Shall we leave?’

Aden takes a sip from his drink. For what feels like an eternity, he doesn't say
anything at all, then his thoughtful gaze lands on me, looking through my eyes right
into my soul. Fuck. | have never noticed his eyes. They are a dark shade of brown,
almost piercing now. “Did | pass your test?’ he says.

| feel my cheeks flush in embarrassment. For a moment | consider pretending it
wasn't one, and that | never intended for him to come to this shithole. “A bit pathetic,
huh?’

Aden gazes around. “| guess you have your reasons,” he says, much to my surprise.
“It doesn’t necessarily mean | am happy, but I'll let it pass if this was the one and
only test you will put me through deliberately.”

“l promise. | just... had some bad experiences.”

“l thought so.” Aden puts his glass to the side and gets up. “So, what's the plan
now?”’



“How about we grab something to eat?’ | offer. “Or... you know... have an actual
good drink?’

Aden’'slipscurl into asmile. “Then lead the way.”

eight

*NOEL*

Ihave decided to take Cal’ s advice serioudly. It's only 11 p.m. and we still have time
for adate. The bar isin a shady corner of the city, so obviously, our choices here are
not top-notch, but I know my way around.

“1 know this doesn’'t look fancy,” | tell Aden when | lead him to my favorite bar. It
looks cheap and run down, but the inside is well looked after. “They also have some
nice food choices. Nothing special, but for this area...” | break off. “It's one of my

favorite places,” | finaly admit. “Evenif itisn’'t great.”

“I’d actually like to see your favorite place,” Aden says. “l1 am sure it won't scare me
a/\lw_”

“It'srun by drag queens,” | say quietly, realizing that | have put him through alot this
evening. “It'snot atest, | promise. | am friends with the owner, and it's—"

“A drag queen place sounds good,” he reassures me. “I am frequenting one, too.”

“Really?



Page 23

Source Creation Date: July 9, 2025, 7:32 am
“Yes, one of our patrons runs it. She loves the more extravagant art and buys from

one of my artists. The guy is amost exclusively painting for her.”

| feel my heart taking a leap. He is actually frequenting such a bar himself? |
suddenly feel much lighter. | know from Ster and Mateo that the art scene is much
more free-spirited than other fields of work, but Aden is still a CEO. Maybe not the
typical CEO, but he could fit into their world easily. He is rich, owns his own
business, and looks the part.

| gaze at him. Maybe he wouldn’t fit one hundred percent. He dresses a tad bit more
casual despite always looking proper, and obviously he knows how to wear jeans as
he proved tonight, but still...

Aden chuckles. “What are you thinking about?’

“1 just tried to imagine you in adrag queen bar,” | say with afrown.

“And?’

“Doesn’'t work,” | say bluntly. “You always look so perfectly classy. Wouldn't a
fancy high-end bar suit you more?’ | pause. “Oh fuck! | said that out loud, didn’t 11"

“Yes, you did,” Aden says, furrowing his brows. | am so doomed. “But | appreciate
this version of you much more than the one who wantsto test me.”

What? Is he serious? “| don't hear that alot.”



“That your date doesn’t want to be tested?’

“No, that someone doesn’t hate my bluntness. | am not really...” | think. “I have an
attitude, okay? | know it.”

“Have | complained?’ Aden asksin return.

His words take the wind out of my sails. “No.”

“Alright,” Aden nods. “Then let’s go to this bar of yours. And for the record, | do like
to visit a fancy bar here and there, but tend to avoid those where | am forced to
mingle with the typical CEO audience. Contrary to popular belief, | don’t fit.”

“Realy?’” | blink. “But | have seen you during the event. You can handle them so
welll”

“Yes, because | have to, and it's my business. Also, the gallery is my territory. |
know how to handle it well. But in my free time? | don't fit in at such clubs and bars,
and more importantly, | don’t feel comfortable there.”

| let hiswords sink in. That makes sense, | guess. Just like Ster is an artist, and knows
how to talk to his fellow artists during events and to potential patrons, but he doesn’t
like hanging out in such a stiff atmosphere, preferably.

The bar 1 am taking Aden to has a blinking pink sign above the door carrying the
letters Paradise. It sounds and looks like a strip club at first glance, but the additional
sign very much clarifiesthat it isn't.

The owner is named DeeDee, and fortunately, sheis present tonight.



“Noel!” she exclaims with a smile when she spots me. Unlike the bar | work in, her
placeis actually crowded.

She comes over, giving me a hug before gazing at Aden, a bright grin on her face.
“And who are you, handsome?’

“Aden,” he says, reaching out his hand to shake hers. “It’ s a pleasure to meet you.”

She shakes his hand, starstruck. “DeeDee,” she says. “My, how polite.” She turns to
me. “Y our date, or are you stupid enough not to grab the chance?’

| feel my cheeks flush in embarrassment again. “DeeDee!” | groan. “Can’t you not
embarrass me?’

She frowns while looking at me. “You are also looking way too skinny. Are you not
eating properly?’ Before | even so much as say anything, she already ushers Aden
and me to a small empty table in a cozy corner. “Here, sit down there. | had a feeling
you might come by today and saved this place for you.” She grins. “Didn’t know
you’ d come with such a hot date, though.”

Since Aden doesn’t say or do anything to correct her, that we are technically meeting
casualy asfriends, | don’'t either.

“1 will bring you something to eat. Anything you would like, handsome? We don’t
have many fancy choices, but what | offer my guests at |east tastes good.”

Handsome, aka Aden, just smiles. “Whatever suits a gin and tonic would be nice.”

She winks at him and nods before turning to me. “For you, the usual?’
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“Yes, please. Thanks, DeeDee.”

She blows me a kiss before shuffling off. At the bar, there is her co-worker, Crystal.
A relatively new drag queen. She is very sweet and always makes an effort to talk
with the patrons of their bar. She waves at me and smiles,

Aden takes his coat off, stretching slightly. He looks more relaxed than I’ ve ever seen
him. What he just told me must be right. It also means that taking him here wasn't the
worst choice.

“Thisis not a bad place, Noel,” he tells me. “The atmosphere is relaxed. It gives off
good vibes.”

| beam. “I am so glad you like it here!”

“Thank you for taking me to this place,” he says. “You said it’s your favorite, and |
guess you don’'t just take anyone here.”

“That’s true,” | admit. “But | didn’t want this evening to be a complete fuck-up, so, |
took the risk.”

Aden looks at me, amused. “So, first you took a risk by asking me to go to the bar
you work at to see how I'd react. And then, to make sure | am not too upset, you take
the risk and take meto your favorite place? Are you aware you over-complicated this
whole process?’

“1 know,” | groan, brushing my fingers through my hair. “Why are you not running?’



| ask bluntly.

“Why would |7’

“You just saw where | work! And you aso saw how difficult | am.”

“1 did,” he agrees.

“The place sucks! It's sleazy, and with equally sleazy patrons. And did you know |
work at a nightclub too, running around in a skimpy outfit and serving drinks? And
it's not one of the good clubs either. Actually, the one you came to is the better

option.”

“It’strue, the place is sleazy,” he says. “But | assume you are working there because
you have to, not because you love the place.”

“True,” | mutter.

“You wanted to show me, didn't you? To see how fast I’d run and if | am worth the
effort.”

| feel my cheeksflush. “I...”

God, why does he so easily look through everything | do? It's exhausting, it's
embarrassing, and also kind of hot. He has his life put together, but in a way that it
Isn’t patronizing or intimidating.

“It's also true that you are complicated,” he adds. “But not unreasonably so.”

DeeDee brings our drinks, giving me some time before | have to reply to what Aden
just said. He takes a sip of his drink and nods contentedly. “Thank you. That’s a good



one!”

“Gin is my favorite,” DeeDee explains. “I always make sure to have something
decent around. We are not high-class, but there is a middle ground, you know?”’

“Absolutely,” Aden agrees. “I see now why Noel likes this place.”

“Oh, did you tell him that you love it here?’ she beams and pats my head. “That
makes your momma happy.”

“Who are you calling my momma?’ | snap.

She grins. “Heis asassy one, but you know what they say about dogs that bark...”

Aden smiles. “Yes. | figured as much.”

“Please leave us alone,” | groan.

DeeDee laughs and moves away.

“Sheisnice,” Aden chuckles.

“Easy for you to say, asyou are not the butt of her jokes,” | mutter, annoyed.
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“She obviously sees you as her son or her little brother,” he says. “I find it
endearing.”

“If you say so,” | mutter before gazing at him. “It'salong story.”
“Are you talking about you and DeeDee or you and the place you are working at?’

“Both, | guess.” | pause. “I don’'t like the bar | work at, and | hate the club even more.
But at the moment, | don't have many other options. It brings me the most money,
and | need it.” | pause. “I am sorry, | am not sureif | am ready to talk about it all.”

“You don't need to,” Aden reassures me. “What you said isall | needed to know.”

Mateo keeps telling me that whenever | fuck up a potential relationship my pride is
what getsin my way. Ster keeps saying the same, just with less words. | realize | did
the same tonight, | was just lucky enough to have met a guy who is polite and
respectful, and apparently sees a little more in me than just the pretty shell 1 am.
Taking a deep breath, | gather all my courage. “1 am sorry, okay?’ | blurt out.

Y eah, that came out convincing. Good job.

Aden looks at me with his usual thoughtful eyes.

“For dragging you around,” | add. “And for my weird stunt earlier tonight. | know
others call me complicated and dramatic, and it’s true. So, fuck it, thank you for not

running tonight.” | feel my cheeks heat up again. Why the fuck is this so difficult?
And why doesit look like | am making it worse?



Probably should have kept my mouth shut.

Aden’s gaze turns to one of surprise now, then a smile curls hislips. “Thank you for
apologizing,” he says, hislow voice warm now.

My god! | did it! The world’'s worst apology, but hey, at least it worked.

“DeeDee is coming with our food,” | say, waving at her. | notice she doesn’'t just
bring the usual finger food, she also made some dips and brought fresh bread. That's
not on her usual menu; she did it for me.

“Asl said,” shetells Aden. “It’s nothing fancy.”

Aden smiles at her. “It’s perfect, don’t worry.”

When DeeDee turns around to wink at me, | can’t help but roll my eyesat her. Thisis
either the worst night of my life or the best. | am not sure yet.

nine

*ADEN*

For half of the evening, I’ ve asked myself ‘what the fuck | am doing here’. | came to
the bar Noel wanted me to meet him at, just to redlize it’s the place he works at. If
there is one thing that’s a dealbreaker for me, it's mind games and tests. | have
enough drama in my family, | don't need the additional one in my private life.
However, it seems that ‘usua’ is not the fitting word for how | am handling things
with Nodl.

Any other guy, | would have politely told him | am leaving, and then never contacted
him again. But one look at Noel when he approached me and asked me what | wanted



to drink, one look into his eyes, and | couldn’t bring myself to leave.

From the first time that | met him, there's been this vulnerability in his gaze, the one
Sterling so perfectly captures in his pictures. But there was more than that... there
was fear. Noellooked scared, and it stopped me from doing theusualthing. Instead, |
stuck around and watched him handle the patrons and his job. He is diligent, | know
that now. Despite his sass, he obviously works hard.

Now | amglad | didn’t leave.

“DeeDee’ sfood is pretty good,” | say.

Noel’s eyes light up. “Right? It's not the fanciest stuff, but she knows what she is
doing!”

“She does.”

He looks so happy now, munching on his fries. The gloominess around him is gone
suddenly. This place must be one of his favorites, yet he decided to take the risk and
bring me here. It means something to him. He opened up alittle by introducing me to
DeeDee and this place.

“Aden, can | ask something?’

“Of course.”

Noel stares at me through his deep blue eyes, but furrows his brows. “Why exactly
did you decide to meet me? It's because of Ster’s painting, right? Y ou must know by

now that | am not like the guy he draws!”

| shake my head. “You are like the guy he draws.”
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“What?! | am nothing like the guy in the picture! You and Ster need to get your eyes
tested, or you are completely delusional.”

| snort. “Argue all you want, but what Ster sees when drawing you, it’sthere. But it's
not all thereisto you.”

Noel has opened his mouth, probably to argue some more. But, he just looks at me,
surprised. “What do you mean?’

“It’sjust part of you that he draws, not all of you. You are still awhole person. There
clearly ismore to you than Sterling draws.”

“And that’ s bad, right?’
His words take me by surprise. “Why do you think that?”’

“Because you are only interested in me due to the drawing. Meeting me in person
must be a huge disappointment.”

My God. | pinch the bridge of my nose, wondering once more what | got myself into.
For a moment, | see Emil through my inner eye; he had a similar sass, but was much
meeker. Something about that realization puts me at ease.

“See, | annoy you already?’ Noel mutters.

“A little,” | admit. “But that’s what makes it interesting.”



“Mebeing apain in the assisinteresting?’

“Yes,” | say. “For years | have only dated guys...” | pause. “Guys like me, | guess.
Obvioudly, | wasn't interested in any of them. Until my best friend pointed out | was
just running in circles.”

“ S0, that’ swhy you are here?’

“No, it’sjust what made me brave enough to finally escapetheloop | amin.” | pause.
“And to answer your previous question: Just being my artist’s model would not be
enough for me to meet you in private. | was intrigued by ‘ Shades of Blue' because
Sterling captured something deep and real. It's not been you who pulled me in, but
hisraw talent.”

“Readlly?’ Noel asks curiously. “Heisgood, isn't he?’

“Heisfantastic. An unpolished diamond with lots of potential.”

“So, if it's not because of the drawing... and not just because of your friend's
comment...” He frowns,

“1 approached you in the gallery because | was curious about the man Sterling drew. |
gave you my number because you are the first person, in a long while, who | find
interesting enough to engage with. | agreed to this date because | wanted to get to
know the real you, and | am still here because you showed some honest vulnerability
with me.” | pause. “Thereisjust something about you that makes me throw all reason
aside.”

| almost expect him to get upset. | am very much aware that not everything | saidisa
compliment, however, Noel surprisesme by nodding thoughtfully. “I guess | am
throwing away alot of reason, too.”



“Isthat so?’

“Yes.” He pauses. “Maybe part of me wanted you to run tonight.”

| figured that much. Tests like these are usually a way to keep their distance. “You
wanted me to be the one to run and prove to you that no guy will stick around.”

“Maybe. But then you came and stuck around, and fuck, suddenly | felt so stupid.
And weird, like I wasn’t sure anymore what the fuck | am even doing. Does that
make sense?’

“It does.”

“Why did you runin circles?’ he suddenly asks. “What you said earlier, about always
dating the same type of guys...”

“I had an ex-boyfriend years ago, who...” My voice trails off while the usua
whirlwind of emotions and anxiety grasp me whenever | think of Emil.

“Sorry for asking,” Noel says. “I didn't tell you all my secrets either. It's okay. You
don’'t need to answer.”

“Maybe when | know you better,” | muse.
His head perks up, hope in his eyes, as he widens them and smiles nervoudly.
Suddenly, he looks so incredibly adorable. | didn't know he could look like that.

“Does that mean you want to meet me again?’

“There is an exhibition next Saturday,” | say.
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“1 am free next Saturday! | will accompany you.”

His words make me laugh. This guy is unbelievable! “Why do you think | will take
you along?’ | tease.

“Why would you mention it otherwise?’ he retorts. “I am obviously going to be your
date!” He frowns. “Or am 1?7’

My amusement just grows at his attitude. He is truly unlike anyone I’ ve ever met.
“Yes, you are going to be my date.”

Noel grins. “I know that look. Y ou think | am insane.”
“A little,” | chuckle. “But—"

“In an interesting way?’ he interrupts. “1 guess for an artist or gallerist, thisis not the
worst thing to say. Aden, you were an artist too, right?’

“Yes, | originally made it in the scene as an artist thanks to the help of a mentor and
sponsor. Then | inherited some money and decided to open my own gallery.”

“That’s amazing! It must have been extremely risky, at that time, to start something
new.”

| am surprised by his insight. “Yes, it was, but at that time | felt truly lost and just
decided | needed to distract myself and do something | loved.”



“And it worked,” Noel muses. “Mateo says you have a very good eye for talent, and
everything you touch turnsto gold.”

| grab another piece of bread to try the second dip DeeDee prepared. “Now he is
exaggerating.”

“Mateo is good,” Noel says. “He knows what he is doing. He would never say
something like that if he didn’t mean it. He says you have a good eye for people and
their art, and that you see beyond things, whatever that means.”

Lynn keeps saying the same. | am not sure if it's true. “I am just doing what | do,” |
say. “| am not sure if there is really that much behind it.” | pause. “You have been
friends for long, haven't you?’

“Ever since college,” he explains. “ Ster and | dropped out early, but we all remained
friends. We were the three weirdos.”

“It made you stick together,” | muse. “But | guess something deeper made you bond.
It's great to find friends like those.”

Again, his head perks up, and there is a sudden soft smile on his face. Another
expression of his | haven't seen yet. Emil sometimes reminded me of a canvas, too,
but he never was as natural in his actions and reactions as Nodl. It always seemed like
he wanted to appease me, as with Noel... he just is the wayhe is. “They are great
friends,” he explains happily. “The best. Mateo constantly dotes on Ster and me.”
“Obvioudly,” I chuckle.

“Why isit obvious?’ he pouts.

“Because | have met Sterling, and he is the type of artist who is clearly in his own



world at times. As for you, you work at a dangerous place, and you seem to work a
lot too. Obviously, a good friend would be worried about you two.”

Again, Noel surprises me by not being annoyed at my words. It's a weakness of mine
to just say things, unfiltered. Lynn keeps telling me | am direct by pretending | am
not, and that she probably would murder me if she were my girlfriend. Cedric, on the
other hand, doesn’t mind at al. Maybe Lynn is right, and heismy mascot.

“Makes sense,” Noel says. “But he can be a bit patronizing.”

“Yeah, | can see that,” | say. “But | bet you and Sterling know how to stand up for
yourselves.”

Noel smirks. “We know, yes.”

DeeDee drops by at our table, a warm smile on her lips when she asks us what else
she can bring us. Her smile grows when | order another drink, and Noel wants more
to eat. | guess my first intuition was right... that he works a lot, and doesn’'t always
look after himself well.

“What about you?’ Noel asks. “Do you have friends?’ He scrunches his nose. “I
mean, you are obviously nice, so | assume people like you, but you also look like the

type of guy who wouldn’t let many people get closeto him.”

| rest my chin on my pam, eyeing Noel thoughtfully. Where does he pull these
insights from?

“Too much?’ Noel asks quietly. “I overstepped, didn’'t |7

“If you overstepped, | did too, earlier,” | say.



“1 didn’t mean to imply you have no friends,” he hurriesto explain.
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“But that | look like the type of guy who wouldn’'t want too many friends?’ | clarify.
“Maybe you are right. | do have a best friend, though. Y ou probably saw her during
the exhibition.”

“Oh, is she the one who handled the press with you?’ he asks.

| nod. “Lynn. To be honest, she probably is my only friend, so your take isn't
completely wrong.”

Noel just shrugs. “Mateo and Ster are my only true friends. | like my co-worker and
my roommates, but they are just acquaintances.” He pauses. “Quality over quantity,

you know?’

“That’s one way to put it,” | chuckle. “I do enjoy the silence,” | admit. “And to just
spend a quiet evening at home.”

“Not the party guy, huh? Figured.”
“And you?’

“1 just work at a club, but | hate clubbing.” He grimaces. “My dream place is a small
cottage in the desert or at an empty shore by the ocean.”

Hereit is again, the slight melancholy around him. “Hm, | can see how that would be
aluring.”

At 2 am., DeeDee closes the bar, and we are forced to leave. It’'s about time anyway.



“Well then,” Noel says. “We are seeing each other—"

“l am not going to leave you stranded here,” | say. “I am taking a taxi. | will make
sure to drop you off at your place.”

He furrows his brows. “Then you know where | live.”

“1 a'so know where you work and where you hang out,” | chuckle.

Noel sighs. “You areright. | wasn't particularly careful, hun?’

“Technicaly not,” | say.

“Sterling would kill you if you did something.” He shrugs before getting into the taxi.
“l guessit’s okay.”

And | guess we need to have a talk eventually, about being more careful around
someone who is technically still a stranger. Well, at least | can drop him off safely
now. Noel doesn't live toofar from his workplace. The area of the city isn't as bad as
where his bar is located, but it's not too pleasant either. | am glad he agreed to let me
take him home.

| don't push him anymore, however. When he gets out, | decide not to be too
overbearing and accompany him to his door. He doesn’t seem like the type of person
who would want that.

Or ishe?
Noel walks to the door of his apartment complex slowly, turning around to gaze back

at the cab. There is this vulnerable look in his eyes again. Fuck, | am goner when he
looks like that, totally under his spell.



| unbuckle my seat belt. “Please wait for me here,” | tell the driver, before making it
out of the car.

Noel’ s eyes widen when he sees me, stopping in his tracks. Once close to him, | take
his hand, gently squeezing it.

“Did you have fun this evening?’ he asks.

“It was agreat first date,” | say.

“S0... itwas adate, wasn't it?”’

| smile. “I guesswe can call it that.”

To my surprise, Noel suddenly wraps his arms around me, leaning his forehead
against my chest. | am not sure what made him act like that, but once again, he is
being surprisingly vulnerable. | wrap my arms around him, holding him. | can feel
him letting out a couple of shaky breaths.

When he draws back, he looks close to crying. | grab his face between my hands and
look into his beautiful eyes. It looks like the doors to his soul are open right now.
“ Are you working tomorrow?’ | ask.

“1 have a night shift,” he says.

“Tell me when you are home safely afterwards?’
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A smilecurlshislips. “Yes, | can do that.”

“1 am on a short business trip, but | will make sure to give you acall.
“Are you going to pick me up on Saturday?’ he asks.
“Yes, | will pick you up. I'll send you the details later.”

| cup the back of his head, gazing at him to know if | overstep any boundaries, but
Noel just nods. It's al | need to lead forward to capture his plump lips. They are so
soft, tasting dlightly like the last drink he had. Noel is holding onto my arms. There is
ajoy in hiseyes| haven't seen before.

| also can't remember the last time | kissed someone so softly without going into
action immediately. It just doesn’t feel right to do anything more tonight. | hold him
for a moment longer, then | reluctantly let go, waiting for him to disappear through
the door safely before | return to my driver.

What just happened?

Nothing | did tonight was like the usual me.

| came on this as a friend at best, not imagining wanting anything more than simply
to get to know the guy behind the beautiful face. | was annoyed at his mind games,

just to end up spending most of the night talking to him. | can’'t remember the last
time | just talked to someone for hours.



And | don’'t remember ever following someone out of my car because | felt this
suffocating urge to hold them in my arms.

My own actions are literally leaving me speechless.

Once back in the cab, my driver takes off. | am still trying to make sense of what just
happened when my phone vibrates. It’s the private one, so either it's Lynn or—I gaze
at the display, seeing a notification pop up. A message from one of my brothers.
Kayden. Sighing, | put the phone aside. It’s too late to deal with this, and my evening
has been too pleasant to ruin it now.

ten

*NOEL*

Mateo and Ster look at me for long minutes, wordlessly just staring at me. “I know
thisisall kinds of weird. And | am weird, and the situation is...” | stop to think.

“Weird?' Mateo finishes.

“Well...” Ster shrugs. “I don’t think it isweird.”

“Of course you don’'t!” Mateo exclams. “This is so you. Are you aware that Aden
Randall isyour boss?’

“Obvioudly, he isn’t the typical type of boss. Plus, he is more like a mentor than
anything else,” Ster says, and once more just shrugs.

“l can't believe what happened,” | mutter, rubbing my cheeks. My night out with
Aden was nothing like | planned it to be. | originally just wanted to get to know him,
yet also be sure that he wouldn’t find me annoying and just leave me. But redlityis, |



found out that he isn’t a complete and utter asshole like everyone else | usualy date. |
fucked up majorly, yet it seems | somehow won him over.

And then | end the fucking night by ailmost crying into his chest.

Almost!

It wasn't a full-blown meltdown. But at that moment, | just felt so insecure, so
anxious, to leave and never see him again. He is so much more than | am, and he has
much more to offer. | know that; | am not stupid. | just felt he would drive away and
I’d never see him again.

And something about thisjust broke my heart alittle.

Did he kiss me out of pity?

Oh fuck, | hope he didn’t just kiss me because | looked like a miserable lost pup.

“1 didn’t even know you set up a date with him,” Mateo mutters.

“We just met asfriends... first,” | admit. “He cameto my bar.”

“You made him go to the bar you are working at?!” Mateo asks in disbelief. “Onh,
how I wish you would have told us beforehand. We could have stopped you from that

insanity.”

| scrunch my nose. “He wasn’t too happy either, but | think | managed to smooth it
down.”
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“Sounds like it,” Ster says. “If he spent hours just talking to you, it certainly sounds
like he had a good time.”

“Do you like him?’ Mateo asks.
“1 don’t know.”

“Noel,” he says with insistence. “Do you like the guy? This is not the type of person
you date without having a clear goal in mind. He is Sterling’ s mentor and boss.”

| feel annoyed at his patronizing tone, but | can’t really hold it against him this time.
I’d hate to sabotage Sterling’s success. “ltwasn’t planned like this,” | admit. “I truly
just wanted to get to know him, but somehow he...”

“Struck achord?’ Sterling asks.

“Yes.” My heart skips abeat when | recall the way Aden laughed. He doesn’t seem to
laugh or smile alot, but when | met him yesterday, there was one moment in which
he laughed brightly. And it was so raw and real and beautiful. It warms my chest just
thinking about it, while at the same time, | feel my stomach clenching just thinking of
someone el se getting too close to him.

| don’'t have much to offer and am incredibly difficult on top of that. | only have my
looks. But the world is full of handsome men, and | am sure there are so many guys

out there who would suit Aden so much better.

Y eah, fuck.



| guess | broke my own rule not to fall for aguy too fast.

“Okay,” Sterling says casually, pulling me out of my thoughts. “You like him. That’s
cool.”

“You really don't mind?’ | ask him.

Ster shrugs. “Couldn’t care less. Also, | prefer him miles over any of the usual guys
you hook up with.” He tosses a look at Mateo. It's sharper than usual. “Y ou do too,
don’t you?’

“Of course,” Mateo exclaims. “Heisn’'t asleazy asshole.”

| frown. “Could you not diss my dating life?’

“Sorry,” Mateo says. “Don’t worry, it's not like any of us has a great track record of
successful dates. But Sterloneisright, Aden Randall looks like he is a decent guy.”

“l am pretty sure heisa decent guy,” Ster says while pouring himself more coffee.
“1"ve heard some stories. Make him look good.”

His words immediately pique my interest. “What type of stories?’

Sterling looks at his cup of coffee thoughtfully before getting up.

“Sterling! You can't ditch me now?’ | exclaim.

Mateo nods. “Heisright, | want to hear it too.”

Sterling ignores us. He has that ook in his eyes like he is somewhere far away. “I
need to paint,” he mutters.



| frown, ready to complain, but Mateo just takes my arm and squeezes it slightly.
“Don’'t,” he mutters. “Y ou know how he iswhen heislike that.”

“But mid-conversation?’ | complain.

Mateo smiles. “That’s how heis.”

| lean back with a sigh, before eyeing Mateo thoughtfully. “Y ou are mad at me, aren’t
you?’

“Not really,” Mateo says. “I do think it was arisky move, though.”

“To meet someone at a shady place or to meet Aden?”’

“Both,” he says.

“Yeah, not my smartest move,” | admit. “I just... | forgot to think.”
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Mateo raises his brows. “Coming from you, that means alot. You tend to overthink.”
“Oh, come on, | am not that bad!”

“You invited the poor guy to that bar just for a test when you could have met him
normally and told him you work there and why,” Mateo points out mercilessly.

“And he didn’t run,” | say quietly.

“Hedidn't run,” Mateo agrees. “ Are you in contact with him?’

“Yes.” | smile like afucking idiot. “I promised | would write him whenever | come
home from work so that he knows that | am safe. Oh, and he is on a business trip but
keeps sending me messages.” | grin. “Heisthe no-emoji type of guy, though.”

Mateo laughs. “If that’s his only fault, you are alucky guy.”

“He doesn’t talk a lot about his private life, but neither do 1,” | admit. “Do you think
that’s a problem?’

“Why would it be? It's not like you are lying to each other. You are not obliged to
share every single part of your life and problems with a guy you just started dating,
and vice versa. Just promise you will try to open up to him, at least gradually.”

It feels like a cold hand is being wrapped around my heart. “What if he doesn’t accept
me and what | did in the past?’



“Noel—"

“Please take my fear serioudly,” | beg.

“l do,” he says. “But | don’'t think you need to be scared of his reaction. | bet he
already knows things are off in your life. You did talk about the bar after all, he saw
it, you even gave him an explanation and told him there is more to it. And he
accepted it. Heisn't an idiot, Noel. This guy has a way of seeing things,” he pauses,
“of just looking behind the facade.”

| snort humorlessly. “So poetic.”

“But it’strue. It swhy heis so good at what he does, and why heis so popular.”

“He doesn’t think he has a special gift,” | tell him.

“Yeah, typical for people who are gifted,” Mateo says. “Look at Sterling.”

| turn around, my gaze wandering towards the small adjacent atelier where Sterling is
currently drawing. He is so fucking talented yet acts asif all he does igustmove paint
across a canvas. “You have a point. But there is still no guarantee he will accept

everything about me.”

“There is always arisk,” Mateo says quietly. “But it's worth taking. And if he is an
asshole about it, tell us.”

“How would that be helpful to Ster’sjob?’ | ask.

“Sterlone can handle himself.”

“Oh, he suddenly can?’ | chuckle. “Didn’t you just say that me dating Aden could



ruin everything?’

“l didn't say it'd ruin everything, just make things more complicated,” Mateo says.
“Besides, you are more important than anything else. Sterling would move the world
for you. So, don’'t worry. He knows how to handle himself. My initial comment was
stupid.”

“Nah, | getit,” | mutter. “Besides, | think Aden would be professional enough to keep
supporting Ster when he dumps me.”

“Why do you sound so sure that he'll dump you?’ Mateo shakes his head. “ Just five
minutes ago, you were still raving about this guy and how he handled your date. Have
alittlefaith.”

“It’ s difficult to have faith,” | admit.

Mateo is silent, then he sighs. “1 know,” he says quietly.

His phone rings just at that moment, disrupting our talk. “ Sorry,” Mateo says. “| need
to take thisone. It's Sterling’ s accountant.”

“Don’t worry,” | reassure him.
Mateo steps out on the tiny balcony of Ster’s apartment, closing the door behind him.

Ster's apartment is ridiculous but fits him. It's all open space, minus said tiny
bal cony.
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While Mateo is on the phone, | let hiswords sink in. Maybe he is right. Aden saw the
sleazy bar and how the patrons hit on me and on him, yet he accepted that | worked
there. He also accepted that | work in a nightclub. If it were a dealbreaker for him, he
would have aready run.

My own phone startles me by vibrating. Without thinking twice, | take it, opening my
messages just to see...

My phone drops onto the table. “No way!” | exclaim. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”
In one moment, al my rational thoughts have left me, everything except my heart
beating so fast | am scared it will jump out of my chest. | try to pick up my phone

again, my hands shaking so much, it takes a while for me to succeed.

Why did you block me?! Is this a way to treat your own mother, after | gave birth to
you, you ungrateful little brat?

Another message.

Where is my money? How am | supposed to live?

And another one.

Come back, Noel, | promise | will be better. Please help me.

And:



Y ou are reading my messages. Answer! | should have never had you, you—

A hand moves over the screen, covering it. | startle, as if | had been caught in a
nightmare. When | look up, it's Sterling standing next to me. “ Ster?”’

He looks at me through those deep, thoughtful eyes of his. “Don’t allow yourself to
go there, Noel. Anywhere else but that mental space.”

Mateo returns from the small balcony, putting his phone in his pocket. “What’'s
wrong?’ he asks.

Sterling just shakes his head.

| swallow thickly. “1 thought you were drawing.”

“l am drawing, but | am not that much out of the world that | wouldn’t notice this
type of emergency. Come, give me your phone, Noel.”

| swallow thickly. “It’s...” Tears fill my eyes. “Fuck! | had her blocked everywhere,
but she always finds away.”

| hand Sterling my phone while he looks at me thoughtfully. “ Say the word. | would
never do it without your okay.”

“Block her, please.”
| always let Mateo or Sterling do it. It makes it so much easier for me, and keeps the
distance | need to maintain. When Sterling hands me back my phone, the messages

are gone. Just my rapid heartbeat remains.

Sterling pats my head gently. “You are strong. Fuck anyone who says something



else.
eleven

*ADEN*

Aspromised, | pick Noel up before | head to the exhibition. It'sasmaller one, so | let
Lynn and Cedric handle most of it. Lynn was skeptical at first, pestering me with
questions as to why myworkaholic asssuddenly decides to forget about
itsperfectionismand wants to delegate parts of the work instead of doing everything

on its own.

She pestered me until | told her about having a date. She would have found out
anyway. The shift in her mood, however, was mind-boggling. She even squeal ed!

Lynn never squeals.

| park the car in front of the apartment complex that Noel livesin, waiting for him to
come out. | don’'t have to wait for long, because he is on time, something | truly
appreciate.

“Hey!” Noel opens the car door, almost breathless.

| chuckle. “You didn’t haveto run.”
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“1 saw you from the kitchen window and didn’t want you to wait too long.” Noel sits
down in the passenger seat, taking a deep breath. “Do | ook okay?’

He looks dashing. Obvioudly, he is a very handsome man and would probably ook
good in anything, but that aside, he also dressed well for the night. “Let me take a
closer look,” | say earnestly.

Noel nods, looking dlightly confused when | lean forward. | grin, catching him
completely by surprise when | pull him into a kiss. Noel recovers quickly, his hand
moves to my neck, his fingers playing with my hair, while he opens his lips dlightly,
allowing my tongue to dip past them. He tastes like mint, so refreshing. He must
have brushed his teeth right before he came down.

Something about this makes my chest tighten. | like this guy. | don’'t even understand
why, | just know, | do.

Unfortunately, we are on the clock, or | would have prolonged this a little. When |
draw back, Noel just stares at me wide-eyed. “l did not expect that greeting!” His
cheeks flush, and he grins.

“Good to see | am able to surprise you.”

Noel clasps his cheeks, smacking them dlightly.

“What are you doing?’

“Obvioudly, | am still asleep,” he deadpans. “Y ou are too good to be true.”



“Don’t beridiculous. | am just anormal guy.”

“Yeah, totaly.” Nod rolls his eyes at me with his usual attitude. | should be annoyed,
but | find it endearing. Maybe because his reactions are always so honest, he is being
himself without being hurtful. It's cute. “Anything | should be prepared for?’ he
suddenly asks.

“No, don't worry. This exhibition is mostly for patrons. | won’t drag you in front of
the press with me.”

“Thank god,” he mutters. “If you ever do that, you need to tell me days in advance.
I’d need to prepare myself properly.”

“1’d need to be prepared for such an occasion, too,” | chuckle.

Noel casts me a gaze | don't quite understand, but | don’t feel it's the right time to
enquire about what he is thinking. We almost reached our destination after all. If |
hadn’t been on this business trip until earlier today, | would have invited Noel to
dinner first so that we could spend some time with each other. But as things are, we'll
have to catch up on everything during the event.

It's still mind-boggling to me that | am taking him with me as my official plus one.
That's much bolder than | ever was. When | was with Emil, he didn’'t like the
spotlight, so | never took him along. And all my other hookups, well, they weren’t
important enough to me.

And now, here | am with this young man, whom | barely know. And it was me, who
made the first step to kiss him.

Thinking about it now, it's no surprise that Lynn squealed. This is absolutely unusual
for me.



“Now if you had chocolate, you would be truly perfect,” Noel mutters more to
himself than to me.

“Just open the glove compartment,” | say. “Cedric keeps a stash there.”

Noel stares at me. “Wait... you have chocolate...” he pauses, furrowing his brows.
“Who is Cedric?’

He sounds a little off, but maybe | am just imagining things. “My assistant,” | say.
“You must have met him during the last exhibit.”

“Oh,” Noel nods. “The blond guy, right? Mateo introduced him to me. | completely
forgot.” He blinks. “Are you really working together with him? How does that work
out?’

“Why is everyone asking that?’ | mutter.

“lI don't know.” Noel grins, suddenly sounding more like himself again. “Maybe
because one of you is a picture-perfect, neat businessman and the other is like an
overexcited mascot?’

“And again, everyone keeps saying that,” | sigh.

“Yeah, | wonder why,” Noel chuckles. “But hey, if it works, it's great.”

“l am said to be a perfectionist at my work,” | explain. “The words demanding and
strict fall alot...”

Noel looks at me curiously. “Redly? You don't come off like that to me. |
mean,perfectionist,| get that, after al, you own a gallery and love what you do. | can
see you trying to do everything as perfectly as possible. But you don’'t come off as



demanding or strict to me. Maybe a bit serious, but that’ s not the same.”

Again, with his honesty. Something about the blunt way he just said what he did,
alsowhathe said, makes me happy. “To be honest, | don’t think | am easy to work
with,” | admit. “But | don’t demand my assistants work themselves to the bone, or
even to keep up with me. | just want to get a sense of passion for the line of work
from them.”
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Noel nods, immediately understanding. “The passion for art...”

“You can easily learn the tools,” | say. “Sure, someone with the job experience or
with the right background would make things easier. Cedric has neither. But he is
motivated and loves the work. He can learn everything else. | guess that’'s why we
work well together.”

Noel stays quiet for amoment. “You are an interesting man,” he says quietly.

| eye him curiously, and he shows me a smile. He seems to be like he usually is, but
something does fedl alittle off. Maybe my imagination.

*NOEL*

| promised myself not to let my mom ruin this date for me. She has ruined so much
for me aready, she can’'t ruin any more. Not when I, for the first time, met a man |
really like. Aden is nothing like the stuck-up businessman | thought he would be
before | went to that gallery opening. He aso isn't anything like the arrogant,
intelligent genius | thought he would be before | met him for our first date. | was sure
that since his art and his gallery made him successful, he'd be full of himself, but he
isn't. However, he is aso not like the angel-like being who I’d put on a pedestal all
those years ago.

He is just nothing like any of it, and it's making me fall head over heels for him. It
scares me, but | can’'t help it. | like how calm and serious he is without being stoic or
closed. He seems to have his boundaries, but he is patient and he listens.



Heisfucking good listener!

Heisalso fun to talk to. | can't remember that | ever had a boyfriend, who | actually
liked talking to, or who liked talking to me. Aden seemsto be truly interested in what
| have to say, how | feel, and what | think.

It's such a new concept to me that it makes me feel terrified as fuck.

| just can’t fuck thisup. | can’t!

It's that mixture of joy to be here with Aden, and the feeling of doom that he will
realize how much work | am, how muchbaggage | carry around, and that | am just not
good enough for him.

“Noel?’

| raise my gaze, looking right into Aden’s dark eyes. It sends a shiver down my spine.
Man, he can look intense. “ Sorry, did you say something?’

“l just asked you if you are alright?’ He puts a hand on the small of my back, making
my heart skip a beat. | am not sure if he notices, but this is such an intimate gesture,
especially when we are out in public. “Y ou seem to be distracted.”

“l am sorry. | wasjust taking everything in.”

“Isthat all?’ he asks, still looking at me through his thoughtful eyes.

| can’t liewhen he looks like that.

“1 might not have slept well recently,” | admit.



His eyes suddenly cloud with worry. “I am sorry. | probably made it worse by
dragging you out here.”

“1 am actually so glad you did.”

Asif Aden couldn’t get any more perfect, he reaches out his hand to touch my cheek
softly. “1 will fetch us something to eat. Maybe that will help.”

“Areyou not scared?’ | ask. “Or embarrassed?’

“Toeat? No, not really.”

| feel my cheeks heating up, wondering if he is just teasing me or serioudly that
oblivious. “I mean, scared of showing affection“—I swallow thickly before |
continue—"“towards me.”

“No,” he says simply. “Everyone knows | am gay, and | invited you here as my
official date. Everyone here knows it now. | would never invite a simple fling to such
an event.”

“We are official?’ | ask. Wait... ishe serious? | am not just arandom fling?

“Aren’'t we?' He purses his lips. “I guess it sounds weird to you, because we barely
dated. We don't need to put any label on usyet, but as for me, | am not going to see

anyone else. What do you think? Do you want to keep things open?’

“Yes!” | blurt out. “I mean, no, | don’t want to keep things open.” | can’'t help but
beam at him. “What | wanted to say was yes, for me, we are official too.”

“Then we are on the same page.” He smiles. “As for showing affection openly... if
you feel uncomfortable, | will make sure to watch out when we are in public. | am



sorry, | should have considered that.”
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“No, it's fine.” No one has ever taken my hand in public or shown me off as his
boyfriend, or date or whatever. | am not sure if we are boyfriend stage, yet, but we
definitely are official. Now that | amofficial,he won’'t get rid of me that easily! “I
mean, you don’t need to hold back. | likeit.”

“Alright.” Aden puts his hand on the small of my back again, pulling me close in one
swift movement. | am so close to him that my vision zones in and out. | am trying to
look at his face and not think about how fucking close | am to him right now.
However much | try, | can’t help the twinge | feel in my groin. Fuck, that smooth
movement of pulling me closer to him was hot.

So much about taking it slow.
Who am | even kidding?

Aden kisses my forehead. “1 will get us something to eat. Anything you want or don’t
like?’

“Nah, I am not picky.”

While growing up, | survived on so little food that being picky just wasn’'t an option.
If it's edible and won’t kill me, | will eat it. Aden brushes his thumb over my cheek
before letting go. | can only watch him, dumbfounded, while he walks to the buffet.

Aden has two plates in his hands when he walks back to me. Halfway back to me, a
young man approaches him. He is a cute one, rather small with a delicate body and a
sweet face. Iknow | am pretty, it's my main selling point in my job, but it doesn’t



count much when | am difficult as fuck to be around and extremely prickly.

More than one guy has already pointed it out to me.

| probably shouldn’t... | shouldn't...

“Mr. Randall?” The young guy sounds shy and nervous; however, he is not shy
enough not to look him over. “I thought we could talk?’

| shouldn'’t...

Oh, fuck it, | should and | will!

Aden said we are official, and ‘official me’ is definitely not letting anyone flirt with
my guy! Before Aden can even react, | walk over to them in afew strides, taking one
of the plates out of Aden’s hand, and then take his hand with my free hand.
“Heistalking,” | intervene, “with me.” | pause to look at him, trying not to look
anxious now, but | can’'t help it. | am sure my eyes give it away. | know | am too
much sometimes. “Or are you?”

“1 am,” Aden reassures me. And then only for me to hear. “Behave,” he whispers into
my ear. It's not an accusing tone or reproachful, but rather teasing. It makes the hair
on my forearms stand up. “I apologize,” he tells the young man. His voice is friendly
but also firm. “But | am here with my boyfriend.”

twelve

*NOEL*

His boyfriend.



Heis here with his boyfriend!

“Areyou okay?’ Aden asks me, amused, when we finally make it to one of the empty
high tables.

“1 still need to wrap my mind around the fact that you just called me your boyfriend,”
| say bluntly. “That came unexpectedly!”

“Really? After | said we are official ?’

“That was a surprise, too,” | point out. “I did not expect you to hit me with the second
surprise so soon, especially after you said you weren't going to label us.”

“l said, we don’t need to put alabel on us, not that | personally wouldn't do it,” he
points out.

Heisright. He was talking about us, not how he individually would handle it.

“Nodl, | told you aready, if things progress too fast for you, then—"

“No, they’'re not!” | interrupt him. “I always cope better when | know where | stand
with another person. If | am just an affair, | want to know. If | am a potential
boyfriend, | want to know. | am just surprised because | thought you were the guy to
let things progress much slower.”

“l am,” he says. “Usually.”

“And what is different now?’ | ask him.
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“Obvioudly, the fact that | am dating you,” he points out. “Maybe it’s not smart to
introduce you as my boyfriend so early, when we only went on one date, but
whatever...“ He shrugs. “It felt right.”

Somehow, his words make me happy. It seems like he just claimed me as his new
boyfriend without overthinking it. He felt it and then went for it. For someone who is
so obvioudly an overthinker and a perfectionist, it has to mean something.

“Here you are,” A tall, young woman approaches us. She seems to be around Aden’s
age, but it’s hard to tell. She could be alittle older or younger.

“Lynn!” Aden smiles. His stance remains relaxed, unlike when other people had
approached him throughout the evening. With her, he doesn't dip into his
professional mode. “She is my best friend,” he tells me. “ She basically does most of
the marketing and HR related stuff.”

“Oh, you told me about her alot!” | smile at her. “It’ s nice to meet you.”

“That’s Noel,” hetells her. “My boyfriend.”

“So that's your name!” she exclaims while looking at me. “Everyone is aready
talking about the beautiful guy with Aden Randall.” She eyes Aden curioudly. “Very
unlike you, by the way.Up until five minutes before the exhibit, | thought you were

joking about coming with a plus one.”

“1 know,” he says.



To my surprise, Lynn looks happy. “Sometimes it’s worth taking a risk.” She grins.
“Man, you must be a true minx,” she tells me. “Aden never introduces anyone to us.
Y ou are thefirst date he' s actually brought to such an event since,” she pauses, “since
ages, literally.”

Her pause aerts me. What did she truly want to say? Since when... or since who?
Even | know, however, that there is aright time for such a question, and it’s certainly
not now. Instead, | decide to be a good boyfriend and make conversation.

Boyfriend...

Fuck, even thinking of myself as a boyfriend gets me. No one ever treated me like
that! |1 have no ideawhat to do now. How does a boyfriend act?

WEell, there is no time to think about it now because his best friend is here, and ready
to strike up a conversation with me.

“How did you two become friends?’ | ask. “In college?’

“Not redly,” Aden says. “Lynn is a couple of years older than | am and was pretty
much aready done with her studies when | started.” He pauses. “l guess our
friendship just happened.”

Heis being evasive. In my job, | have learned to read people' s expressions and tones,
and | can tell there is something he is holding back. Once again, it strikes me that
Adenisavery private man and is very closed off. He might have opened up alittle to
me during our first date, but he said so himself; he doesn’t like talking about himself
or his past alot.

WEéll, neither do . So, | shouldn’t judge.



“What Aden isn'tnotsaying,”—Lynn grins, fortunately deciding to revea the
‘secret’—"isthat | am his brother’s ex.”

“Noway?’ | exclaim.

“It's true,” Aden admits. “My oldest brother, Oliver, was her boyfriend back then,
and | met her occasionally.”

“During family meetings,” Lynn adds. “Well, Aden and | often fled to the terrace
together. I'd have a cigarette, and he would just like the silence. Then, years later, we
realized we pretty much arein asimilar field of work.”

| try to take in all she says, and aso the things she didn’t say. Aden must have more
than one sibling if he emphasized that it was his oldest brother. And once more, heis
awfully evasive right now. He lets Lynn talk, but doesn’'t add anything, and | don't
feel like Lynn is saying an awful lot either.

“When Oliver and | broke up, Aden and | coincidentally met during a vernissage
once. Aden was still painting, back then, but wanted to get into the business. And |
was looking for a new challenge as well.”

“To both of our surprise, we work pretty well together,” Aden adds.

“Aden was surprised,” Lynn tells me. “I had the feeling it could work. He is a
perfectionist, and | am too, just with more sense.”

Aden frowns at her words. “What’ s that supposed to mean?”’

“Just that | know when to stop harassing everyone around me about the exact
details,” she grins. “Admit it, you need me and my people skills!”



“You have people skills?’ he asks.

“Well, more than you do!”

| am in awe listening to their talk. Aden has his guard down around her completely.
He must totally trust her. | feel atwinge in my chest. This time, however, not out of
jealousy; there is nothing sexual between them, and Aden has been out as gay for
ages, but it’'s the familiarity between them. The way he talks to her and answers her
teasing.
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With me, he is still much more formal. | have no idea how to make him drop his
guard around me, and somehow this thought makes me sad while pissing me off at
the same time.

Two hours later, Aden has introduced me to more people he is acquainted with, but it
doesn’'t seem heis close friends with any of them.

“You know alot of people,” | mutter.

“Comes with the job,” he admits. “But most of it is just loose contacts. Lynn is my
only real friend.”

“And your crazy assistant.”

Aden blinks. “I am not sureif | would call him afriend.”
“But he doesn’t annoy you?”

“True.”

“You feel like you can be a bit more yourself with him?’
“Again true.”

When | stay silent, Aden looks at me amused. “Our bar for friendsis pretty high,” he
says. “ Seeing how you have three amazing friendships, | was expecting more.”



“I'sjust...” | groan. “I don’'t know the guy. But he seems to be fun and quirky, and
genuinely nice. Not that | want you to flirt with him, of course, and maybe you
shouldn’t hang out with him too often.” Y eah, now | sound jealous. Either way | ook
like a complete nutcase.

“I have a hard time letting anyone in,” Aden tells me. “I don't mind Cedric. Heis a
good person and a good assistant. But | am very careful about allowing someone to
see more of me than | show to the outside.”

“But you befriended Lynn.”

“It' srather her who befriended me,” he admits.

“And how come you let it happen?’ | pause. “Sorry for being so curious. | just want
to understand.”

Aden is quiet for awhile. “ She saw something no one else could see,” hefinaly says.
| wait for more explanation, after all, Lynn was his brother’s girlfriend. It's certainly
unusual for the ex-girlfriend of a sibling to suddenly befriend the younger brother.
There hasto be a story behind it. But Aden falls silent again. It seemsthisisall | will
get out of him for tonight.

| gaze around the room, noticing some guests occasionally eyeing me curioudly. It
only strikes me now that to them, | probably am like an aien. If it's true what Lynn
said, then Aden has never brought anyone along since, whatever happened years ago.
Neither she nor Aden clarified it.

“You brought me aong to this event and introduced me as your boyfriend,” | finally
say. | am not sure if | understand why. We only met twice so far, and | fedl like we
connected, but | wasn’'t sure he felt the same.



“1 did. But you heard what Lynn said. It was very unusual for me.”

| can’t help but stare daggers at him out of mere curiosity. “But why me?’

“l don’t know,” he admits. “I just felt like it. Believe me, | don’t understand myself
either. Seems like you just ticked a certain box for me | didn’t know existed.”

WEell, that’s not bad! He is obviously not sharing an awful lot about himself, rather
the opposite, but when he saysiit like that, it makes me feel less anxious.

thirteen

* ADEN*

Noel seems to suck everything up that happens around us like a dry sponge. | didn’'t
expect him to be so interested in the whole event, in Lynn, and in everything
surrounding me. Somehow, the realization makes me both happy and terrified.

“How about we get some fresh air?’ | offer. “It’ s getting really crowded in here.”

“Good idea”

Noel follows me through the two halls, still crowded with people, before we step out
onto a broad balcony.

“Wow!” Nodl stretches, sucking in the fresh air of the night. “I didn’'t realize there
was a second balcony, and it’s so big too!”
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“Perks of knowing this place,” | chuckle. “No one comes here. Everyone frequents
the balcony on the front.”

Noel turns to me. Against the moonlight, he looks so magical that my fingers twitch
dlightly, wishing | had a pen with me to draw a sketch. | need to ingrain this onto my
memory and then put it to paper later. | haven't drawn anything or anyone in ages.
The last one to stir that interest in me was Emil, but ever since he passed, | just didn’t
feel the motivation or the muse anymore.

The fact that Noel does that to me, so suddenly, is unexpected. | was intrigued by
Sterling’'s paintings, but | know better than to insert myself too much into an artist’s
muse. However, meeting Noel in person changed everything. | was expecting to meet
a melancholic young man, but instead | met someone fierce, sassy, and dlightly
mysterious. He pulled me in from the moment | talked to him.

“What are you thinking about?’ Noel asks me, curiosity in hisvoice.

“1 was thinking about how | need to draw this moment.”

“What, me here?”’

“Yes,” | say. “It'struly magical. Y ou are beautiful.”

Noel’ s whole face seems to heat up, his cheeks turning pink, as do the tips of his ears.
“How can you say that without sounding weird?!”

| shrug. “Becauseit’strue.”



Noel stares at melike | havelost my mind. | can’t help but find him so adorable when
he is confused. | take his face between my hands. “Certainly, you have heard that
before?’

“No,” he says. “Well, | have had my ass complimented a couple of times, but only if
someone wanted to get into my pants. But usually no one sounds sincere when they
say nice things.”

“And 1? Do | sound sincere?’

“You do, and that’s so fucking confusing.”

| don’t loosen my grip on his face, but instead pull him closer, until our lips brush
against each other.

“You are not toying with me, are you?’ he asks, his voice so small it pulls at my
heartstrings.”

“1 would never toy with anyone, let aloneyou,” | say.

“Okay, because | pretty much like you.”

“1t makes me happy to hear that, because | like you too.” | don’t know the last time |
told someone | liked them. Emil. | loved Emil and told him so. He was the only one |
ever said ‘| love you' to. But even back then, the words barely left my lips, and until
now, | usually don't tell anyone | like them. With my hand at the back of his head, |
tilt it up dightly before claiming his lips. Noel's fingers dig into my suit, holding onto
me while he answers my kiss, aimost hungrily so. | brush my thumb over his chin
before gripping it to keep him in place, my teeth grazing his bottom lip.

Noel gapes, allowing my tongue to push past his lips. For a moment, we battle for



dominance, until he just seems to melt in my arms.

Fuck, that’s hot!

| loosen the grip on his chin and move my hand down to his ass, squeezing it through
his soft pants.

Then my phone vibrates.

“Damnit,” | mutter.

Noel draws back dlightly, his lips damp and his pupils dilated. | don’t know what |
would have done if my phone didn’'t distract me, but | am sure it wouldn’t have
stayed at just kissing him. | put my arm around him to pull him against my body
before | take my phone out of my pocket.

The name popping up makes me frown.

“Work?' Noel asks me.

“No, Kayden,” | mutter more to myself than to him. Raising my gaze, | can see
something flash in his eyes. He looks hurt al of a sudden, and once more anxious.
Right, | should probably clarify. “Heis one of my brothers.”

Noel turnsred. It's endearing how easy it isto read his expression. | switch my phone
to silent, putting it back into my pocket. Noel 1ooks at me curiously, but doesn’'t push
for answers. Instead, he keeps casting me glances. It seems like he wants to say
something, but the minutes pass by without him saying one thing.

“Okay, what’swrong?’ | ask instead.



He lets out a frustrated sigh. “It’'s going to sound pathetic and weird, or creepy and
pathetic, or—"
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“Let mejudge that and just ask.”

“Aden, are you going to ask me to go home with you tonight? | have never been in
such a situation where | actually dated someone. | don’t know the cues. | know | said
| want things to move slowly, but we obviously aready... well...”

| eye him thoughtfully. | absolutely want to take him home. There is no denying that |
want to fuck him, even if we barely know each other. However, he has a point when
he says we wanted to take it slow. “Do you want me to take you home with me?’

Hetiltshishead. “I... it depends. Did | misinterpret things?’

God, what’'s wrong with me? | usually don’'t engage with this type of man. | like
things simple, and easy.

It's easy to quit when it’s simple.
Fuck, Lynn was right.
And who am | even kidding? Sassy, mysterious guys like him are exactly my type.

“If | deep with you tonight, it means something,” | tell him. “Only agree if it means
something to you, too.”

Noel purses hislips, his eyeslooking at me defiantly. “ Of course it means something!
That's why | asked in such a weird way, quite literally. You are the heartthrob here,
not me!”



“1 barely date,” | tell him. “You are the first guy in ages that | have introduced as my
boyfriend.”

Noel sighs and leans his forehead against my shoulder. He mutters something | don’t
quite catch, but | don’t push him to repest it. It probably wasn’t for my ears anyway.
Instead, | rub his shoulders. “Will you come home with me?’

Noel raises his gaze. “Obvioudly, the answer isyes.”

*NOEL*

If there is one thing that annoys me about Aden, it is how evasively he answers
sometimes. He is so fucking hard to read, and his words are not always that clear
either. Maybe it’ s less annoyance and more anxiety, though.

Letting him fuck me is quite the step. Usually, | wouldn’t mind. Guys only want me
for sex anyway, but with Aden it’s different. | want to sincerely date him. But | also
want him to fuck me. Damn my primal urges!

“Noel,” Aden opens the door to his house. It's beautiful. Tidy, perfect interior, and
with artworks everywhere. | expected a cold, neat apartment, but not an actual
townhouse. In typical Aden fashion, it is perfectly clean, but it still has personality.
“Nod?

“Sorry!” | turn around to look at Aden. “I was just too much in awe of everything.”

“l noticed.” Aden takes his jacket off and places it in its designated place. Then he
does the same with his keys.

| don't know why, but something seems to stir my nerves. What the fuck is wrong



with me? This guy obviously likes meor he wouldn't have introduced me
everywhere as his boyfriend, even to his own best friend. He is still here although |
fucked up once already. Thereis no need to freak out.

To my surprise, Aden comes over and takes my hand. “We don't need to do
anything,” he says. “We can just talk or sleep. And if you still feel uncomfortable, |

will take you home.”

Somehow, his words almost bring tears to my eyes. | can’t help but throw my hands
around him and hug him.

Aden hugs me back, gently rubbing my back. “Talk to me?”’

“1 just realized | really want you,” | admit before grabbing his face and pulling him
into akiss.

“You arelike arollercoaster,” Aden says, but it doesn’t sound like he is complaining.

“And you like someone who doesn’t give a flying fuck about that.”

Aden’slips curl into asmirk. Ah, yes. Back in the mood!

| grab him by his tie, dragging him forward to... where | think his bedroom is
located.

Aden looks equal parts amused and intrigued. “First floor, second door to the left.”
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He lets me pull him along until we reach his bedroom. Again, | am dlightly surprised.
| was expecting something like black satin sheets, but his bedsheets are actually
turquoise with little strings of gold going through them. The walls aren’t fully white
either. The one behind his bed is painted in a similar turquoise to his sheets, with
petals flying acrossit. It looks like a Sakura petal storm.

| am so stupid. | don’t know why | constantly expect him to have bland taste when he
Isan artist himself.

“Did you paint that yourself?’

“Yes, all my murals here were done by me.” Aden grabs me by my waist to spin
around so that | am back to looking at him. “You can check everything later. Now
focus on me!”

The tone he uses sends a shiver down my spine in the best way possible. It's low,
hoarse and slightly bossy, making my cock stir immediately. Fuck, if he talks to me
like that I might do anything for him.

Even more reason to push alittle more! “It’s not my fault,” | say with what | hope is
an innocent tone. “You are just not keeping me distracted enough.”

One of Aden’s perfect eyebrows shoots up. “Isthat so?’ he says.
Mateo sometimes talks in flowery words when heisin love. The last time, he told me

something about a woman talking in a velvety voice, and | called bullshit on it. What
the fuck isavelvety voice?



Now | know, thisisit!

Aden tugs at my hand, forceful enough that | stumble forward and clash against his
chest, his lips catching mine in an amost bruising kiss that takes my breath away,
quite literally. One of his hands opens the buttons of my pants before slipping past
them and into my underpants, squeezing my ass.

| can barely register what’s happening when | find myself pushed onto his bed. With
one tug Aden pulls both my pants underpants off me, freeing my cock. He doesn’t
give me time to react, suddenly pushing my legs apart and kneeling in front of me.
“Aden!” | moan. “You are not going to..."

Fuck heis!

His thumb brushes over the tip of my cock, before his lips close around it tightly.

No way! My first urge is to drop onto my back and just bask in the sensation, but
there is a stronger urge that wants me to see how Aden’s mouth swallows my cock. |
don't want to miss it! He works methodically, going slow at first, amost
excruciatingly, so that my erection is almost painfully hard.

“Aden,” my voice sounds pleading. | would be embarrassed if | weren’t so turned on.
| have given plenty of blowjobs, but | have barely been on the receiving end. What
does that tell me about my choice of dates?

“Patience,” Aden smirks, blowing air onto the tip of my cock.

It sends a shiver down my spine. “Fuck!”

His lips close tightly around my shaft again, this time he doesn’t go slow and soft, his



head bopping up and down while | can feel my tip hitting his throat. “This... fuck
Aden, thisistoo good!”

His fingers wrap around my shaft tightly, while he stops his movements, his lips
wrapped tightly around the tip of my cock, hollowing his cheeks. His free hand tugs
at my balls. | can’'t hold back anymore, my fingers digging into his hair for balance, a
shudder going through me, swiftly followed by another.

“1 am coming,” | blurt out.

Aden just smiles, not letting go of my dick, instead he opens his mouth swallowing
what | am unloading.

| drop onto my back, panting. He is good. The guy knows what he is doing! Now |
can't wait to see how it will feel to have his dick inside of me. | push myself up on
my elbows, my eyes searching for Aden. He is sitting in front of me, his hair not as

neat as before, but not as messed up as it should be. We need to change that!

“That was fucking amazing,” | say while tugging the remainder of my clothes off me
and trying for a sultry and seductive expression.

Aden narrows his eyes, scanning me from head to toe. | am not sure if that’s a good
or bad thing. “Do you like what you see?’

“Yes,” he says. His eyes have that look in them, the one Ster has sometimes too.
“Oneday | will draw you like this.”

“Naked?’

“Naked, and waiting for me to fuck you,” he says.



Okay, maybe notexactlylike Ster! | did not expect him to be that confident in what he
wants. This guy is anything but stuck up! | am so glad he is showing me this side of
him. “ Are you done watching?’ | tease. “How come you are still wearing clothes?’

“Time to change that,” he says, taking off his suit. | keep watching him in awe while
he slowly strips down until he is naked. | was not aware he would look like that under
his suit. He is fucking ripped! He swiftly retrieves lube and condoms from his
bedside drawer, and then he is back with me.
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Before | can so much as utter a word, Aden is suddenly kneeling between my legs,
pushing them apart. | lunge upwards to hug him, wanting to feel every part of his
naked skin. He responds immediately. One of hisarmsis wrapped around me, pulling
me down onto my back before his lips start to trail down my neck and to my nipples.
He takes his time, sucking, twisting and grazing them with his teeth until they are
sensitive and swollen.

His knees push my legs apart further. | can feel my cock stir again. Something about
the demanding way Aden manhandles me, just turns me on so much. Aden draws
back dlightly, and before | can complain about the lack of contact, | can feel a dlick
finger pressed against my opening, pushing past the muscle inside me.

| gasp.
“Too fast?’
“No, not at all!”

Aden adds a second finger, stretching me more. | have had sex partners before, but it
never felt like this. Maybe because | am crushing hard on this guy. | have never fallen
in love with someone before, and somehow, the knowledge that | am falling for Aden
makes me both anxious and excited.

Three fingers deep in me, Aden pushes them as far inside as he can, until a sizzling
feeling runs through me, my cock stirring at the sensation. “Here,” | moan. “Fuck
that’s good.”



“You are so beautiful, Noel,” Aden says, his voice hoarse and his eyes dazed. “If only
you could see yourself like that.”

“Now imagine how I’d look with your cock inside me.”

Aden doesn’'t answer, instead he removes his fingers, and—

Oh fuckaluck! He plunges into me in one go, his cock so deep inside me, it takes my
breath away and feels amazing. With every snap of his hips, a moan leaves my
mouth. | am sure | sound obscene, but Aden doesn’t seem to mind. It actually seems
like my moans spur him on further. One of his hands is on the back of my head
suddenly, before he pulls me upwards into a heated kiss.

Finally, his hair doesn’t ook as neat as before, and it makes him look so hot, as does
the heated look in his eyes. | know he is a perfectionist and a very serious man, so
seeing him so open makes my stomach do backflips. | cling to his neck, relishing in
the feeling of his cock being thrust into me over and over again, so deep inside.
Aden’ s fingers wrap around my hard cock. It’slike | can feel him all around me now.

Aden’slips moveto my ear. “Don’t hold back, babe.”

He fucking called me an endearment. No one has ever done that! | feel my walls
around Aden’s cock tightening, my cock pulsating in his hands while | chase my
second orgasm of the night. Aden thrusts into me a couple of more times before | can

feel his body tense up.

Aden doesn’'t pull out of me immediately, and it feels so good to be filled up by him.
“Thank you,” he says. “That was amazing.”

| rub my eyes, contentedly exhausted. “1 should be the one to thank you.”



Aden carefully pulls out of me and gets rid of his condom. | can hear him shuffling
around a little before I am suddenly in hisarms again. | am sweaty and gross, yet he
doesn’t seem to mind. “Y ou are nothing like | expected,” | mutter against his chest.

His fingers brush through my hair and stop for a moment. “Is that good or bad?’

“It's great!”

fourteen

*NOEL*

lam not sure how long | dlept, but it’'s still dark when | wake up. Aden has his arm
draped around me, his eyes still closed, and his chest heaving dlightly. He is still
asleep, and even in his sleep, he looks so handsome. Something about waking up next
to him makes my head spin. | have never done that before, or rather, no guy ever
wanted it with me.

It's so intimate. Maybe more so than having him fuck me. With the realization comes
the usual sinking feeling in my stomach. | am getting used to this. Too soon, too fast.
It's not even aweek since | started dating Aden, though even calling itdatingmight be
too much, and | am alreadywaytoo attached to this guy.

This wasn't supposed to happen! | am not supposed to fall head over heels for
someone | barely know. It’s just going to get my heart broken.

Aden stirs dightly. “You are awake,” he mumbles while sitting up and gazing at his
watch. “It's3 am.”

| wonder if | should tell him that | just feel too anxious to sleep, but that would make
everything more awkward. “1 feel sticky,” | lie.



Aden touches my arm softly. “Feel free to use the bathroom. It’s the door on the right
at the end of the corridor.”

At least this gives me the option to remove myself from this intimate situation and
my own vulnerability, and get my thoughts straight. A shower will warm me up and
distract me a little. Aden looks at me for a while, his gaze thoughtful. He is pretty
much like his usual self. The composed man who looks in control of every situation.
He isn't exactly stoic, but very level-headed, very much in control of his emotions,
and so fucking hard to read.

It seems like he wants to say something, but then just smiles at me. “Y ou can find the
towels in the cupboard in the bathroom. And there is a set of sweatpants and a

sweater there, too. Take whatever you need.”

| wonder what he truly wanted to say.
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Oh, damn it! Why couldn’t he just say it?

| am not any better, though. | just nod and smile like a dumbass and find my way out
of his room, down the corridor and to the vast bathroom. It’s... amazing! Beautiful
tiles, simple decoration, tasteful furniture. There are tiles in a colorful mosaic on one
wall of the bathroom, and the bathtub looks old-fashioned, like from an old movie.
He also has a walk-in shower. Everything in this house seems to be intriguing, a mix
between a modern style and a very individual one. | tend to forget thatAden is an
artist too, but it’s very obvious now that | see how he lives.

| wonder if he has an atelier.

He for sure does.

But will he show it to me?

| step into the shower, letting warm water dribble down on me. An atelier is very
private. | know that from Ster. He is very particular about who he invites in and who
he shows his drafts and private paintings to.

Will Aden let mein?

| don’t know how long | spend in the shower, but when | finally step out of it again,
my skin is warm, the stickiness washed away, and the soreness smoothed away. | feel

a bit sad with the latter gone. There was something about feeling sore after Aden had
fucked me that made me feel like | belong, likethisisreal.



And now it just feelslike it was all in my head.

For a moment, | consider putting on my clothes from yesterday, but | am too grossed
out to do that, so | grab a set of the spare clothes Aden mentioned. It must be his,
because they are too large for me, especially around the arms and legs. Yet, it
somehow feels comforting to wear them.

Comforting... and terrifying.

| slap my face a few times to wake myself up from whatever shitshow of an anxiety
attack | amin. | just had an awesome evening with Aden, which ended in the best sex
I’ve ever had. And | don’'t even know his body and preferences properly yet. How
mind-blowing will it be once we have discovered each other’s sensitive spots?

That is, if Aden even wants me for more than one night.

My head is going down the path of doom, as Maitteo cdls it. | thought he was
exaggerating, but now | think he has a point. | feel | will have to knock myself out to
stop fromthinking.

| don’t know how long | have been in the bathroom, but something tells me, if | stay
any longer, Aden might come looking for me, and | realy don't want to
inconvenience him. Well, here goes nothing. The bathroom door opens and closes
silently while | pat down the corridor back to the bedroom. It's still dark outside, but
not pitch-black. |s dawn approaching?

| am about to open the bedroom door when | can hear Aden’'s voice inside,
surprisingly loud and surprisingly angry.

“Kayden, why did you call so lateif it's not an emergency? It's far past midnight!”



For awhile, it’ s silent.

“l am not avoiding you. Don’t be ridiculous. | can’'t believe you are caling me so
late. | thought it would be something with Mom!”

It might be something with Mom. Mom needs you. Do better for Mom.

Don't be so useless!

| shake my head to will the thoughts away. The last thing | need now isto dlip into an
actual panic attack. Fuck, why did my mother have to reach out to me again? She
fucked with my brain, like she always does when she finds my whereabouts and tries

to drag me down with her.

“Kayden, | truly don't want to talk about it now. You are drunk, | am not arguing
with you.”

Drunk...
Again, | shake my head, deciding | need to stop lingering in front of the door and step
inside. My chest clenches, and | don’t understand why. | don’t know what’s fucking

me over so much now. It doesn’t make sensel

“] am going to hang up on you now.” He says, when | step inside. Aden is leaning
against the window, his phonein his hand. “Oliver, isit you now? What is going on?’

To my surprise, Aden’s expression is upset. | thought he would be angry, but he
actually looks hurt.

“1 know, | figured he had one drink too many. Please |leave me alone for now.”



Aden hangs up and puts his phone aside. He rests his hands on the windowsill, his
face turned away from me, while he takes a couple of deep breaths.

“Aden,” | whisper. “Is everything aright?’
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No, it’s not. Obviously! Why am | even asking?

It's amost like | can watch the blinds going down again, and Aden’s whole
expression becomes more distanced. “It’ s nothing, don’t worry.”

“1t’ s not nothing. Y ou were really upset. It was your brother, wasn't it? Kayden?’
“Yes, it was my brother, but it’'s nothing important.” The blinds go down completely,
and Aden’'s expression is suddenly almost blank. It’'s such a stark contrast to how he
was with me when he took me to bed.

| wonder if he will ever trust me.

But why would he?

Y ou are nothing.

| am nothing. | have nothing to offer.

...useless...

| didn’t want you.

Why did you ruin everything?

| don’t want you, Noel, not like that.



Don’'t make things complicated, Noel.

“Noel?”” Aden’s voice startles me, pulling me out of my trail of thoughts. “Is
something wrong?’

When | first stepped into Aden’s home, | wondered why | felt so off. Aden’s place is
beautiful and warm, yet something spiked my anxiety. Now | know what it is.
Everything in this place isperfect, but me. Everything belongs here, but | am
completely out of place.

“I need to leave,” | blurt out.

Aden looks at me, confused. “Now?’ he asks. “Why don’'t you stay the remainder of
the night? | will drive you home in the morning.”

“No, it's fine.” | grab my remaining things. Fortunately, | don't have a lot with me,
and | dash out of the room. Behind me, | can hear Aden calling my name and saying
something, but my ears don’t seem to pick anything up. It's a constant ringing that |
hear, that blocks everything out. That, and adull ache in my chest.

| am not sure how | made it home. | ran until | finally found away to the subway. My
mind was completely switched off. Once back home, the ringing in my ear has
stopped, but the ache in my chest remains.

fifteen

ADEN

Iskim through the information Cedric has put together, scribbling down notes on the
parts that need improvement. Overall, he takes direction and feedback well, and this
project heisworking on is aready so much better than he did two weeks ago.



| hand him back his folder. “Y ou can work this into the presentation for next week,” |
tell him. “Take alook at the notes.”

He gazesinside the folder. “ Still so much to improve,” he sighs.

| smile at him. “Y ou have already improved alot.”

“Really?” He beams asif he just wasn't bummed two seconds ago. Then he balls one
of his handsinto afist. “I will get even better! Thank you, sir!”

| don’t even manage to utter a reply before he has already dashed out of my office.
Outside, | can see him bump into one of the female employees. He profusely
apologizes and then chats happily with her, sometimes pointing at my office while he
does so.

| pinch the bridge of my nose, trying not to pay Cedric any more attention. This kid
will be the end of me.

Talking about the end of me...

| gaze at my phone. Fuck, | should focus on my work, but Noel just doesn’t leave my
mind. He left amost immediately after we had sex and now, one day later, he still
hasn't replied to my messages, not even the one where | asked if he returned home
safely.
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“Everything aright?’
| raise my head to look at Lynn. “How long have you been standing there?’

She raises her brows. “A couple of minutes. | called your name, but you were so
distracted you didn’t answer.” She tilts her head. “Is everything aright? And before
you answer, let me tell you, I know it isn’'t, so don't think about lying.” | am still
contemplating how to send her away when she folds her arms. “My date dumped
me.”

This catches my attention immediately. “Y ou mean the guy you introduced to me
during the exhibit?’

“Yes. Not that | was too involved aready, but it's starting to annoy me. Somehow, |
always manage to attract guys who turn around and leave the moment they see where

| work.”

Where she works isn’t the problem, but | know what she is truly saying. “They are
insecure assholes.”

“Although | am always honest about me being a co-CEO,” she says. “Somehow they
don’t believe it until they see it.” She pauses. “Now, so much about me. | told you
why my mood is terrible. Y our turn now.”

| sigh. “Close the door.”

Lynn does what | told her and steps closer, sitting down on the chair in front of my



desk. “The cutie, huh?’

“How do you know?’

“Come on!” She laughs. “You suddenly act unlike your usual self at work, right after
you were at that exhibition with him, at which you also weren't like your usua self.
That guy clearly is doing something to you. So, spill the beans.”

| shift my pen between my hands. Maybe she is right. My normal reaction would be
to leave it at that. Noel ran after our night together and didn’t reply to me. | should
probably take the cue and not reach out to him anymore, and take it aswhat it is.

But then | think of the vulnerable look in his eyes.

| don’t know why, but he looked so anxious and hurt.

And somehow, | don’'t want to leave it at that, so | tell Lynn the short version of what
happened.

“Man, Aden.” Sheisclearly stunned. “I can barely believeit.”

“I know, iIt's amess.”

“That’s not it,” she tells me. “Sure, it's a bit messy, but not worse than other stories |
have heard. But you care for that guy!”

13 Lynn_”

“1 am so happy,” she blurts out. “My God, Aden, | am so happy. Y ou like the guy!”

“1 think you are focusing on the wrong details right now,” | say. “He literaly ran



fromme.”

“It’s not the wrong focus. Finally, you have let someone in again, or you are starting
to let someonein, and | guess that’s where the problem lies.”

Now, she has clearly piqued my curiosity. “What do you mean?’

“You have opened the door a little, but not fully. I don’t know Noel well, but from
what you told me, it sounds like he went through alot.”

“It does,” | admit. “I don’t know much, but the job at that sleazy bar givesit away.”

“Heisinsecure, Aden,” she says. “I can't believe | need to spell it out to you, but you
are an intimidating guy to be with.”

Her words make me laugh. “Now you are being ridiculous!”

“Well, you are not intimidating tome, but that’s because | know you and you are my
friend. But you have been intimidating to all your assistants—"

“Cedric isn’t intimidated by me.”

“Heis,” she points out. “He just knows how to handle it, and he likes the job, and he
also likes working with you despite being intimidated.” She pauses. “And as for your
dightly anxious boyfriend? Definitely intimidated. You are extremely well-put
together, very much in control, successful, and you barely share anything with
anyone. It's extremely hard to read you. Noel is easy to read. | can tell already after
only meeting him once. His emotions are all over his face, but you... You are like a
closed book with alock on it, and a super-strong, magical spell guarding said lock.”
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| let her words sink in, looking at her thoughtfully. “Is this how others perceive me?’

“Yes,” she says. “It's not necessarily bad. For the gallery, it's pretty much a huge
selling point how you are, but for arelationship, it can be scary.”

“But you can read mewell,” | point out.

“Yeah,” she says. “I also know you very well. | saw you through the eyes of Oliver’s
girlfriend first before becoming your friend. We go back years.” She pauses. “You
really like this guy, don't you?’

“Would | beasconcerned as| amif | didn't?’ | ask.

“You are doing it again.” Lynn tilts her head. “You need to say it,” she tells me.
“Don’'t rebuff this question, don't deflect. | knowwhy...” Her voice trails off. “If you
can't even tell me, how will you ever tell him? And he needs to hear it sooner than
later.”

Thereisalot Lynn is saying, but also alot she isn't saying. She knows why | am so
reluctant. Emil has messed me up. He broke my trust, my hope in a future together
with him or anyone, and my heart. | try to push the image of him aside and replace it
with Noel. There are similarities, but they are mostly on the surface.

Noel isdifferent in the areas that are important to me.

| don’t like mind games. Emil used to play them all the time, maybe not on purpose,
but the outcome was the same. Asfor Noel, | don’t think he is playing games.



When Lynn twirls around in her chair, she finally pulls me back into redlity, into
today. “I like him,” | finaly say. “But | can’t tell if this relationship is going to be
healthy for me or not.”

“He runs when heis upset,” Lynn concludes.

“And | don’t like the chase,” | admit. “Not anymore. Y ou know that.”

“Then tell him,” she says. “Jeez, Aden, | get you. | don't like these games either. But
you need to communicate with the guy. He doesn’'t know a thing about you. All he
can do is guess, and believe me when | tell you, he for sureisn’'t amind reader.”
“Alright,” | mutter. “It'snot like | can get him out of my head anyway.”

She smacks me with the folder sheis holding. “ That’ s the right spirit.”

*NOEL*

| am such alost case, completely and utterly lost. Aden took me to that exhibition. He
was sweet and appreciative of me, and he was attentive. He took me home and didn’t
do anything against my consent.

He wanted me to stay the night.

He wanted me...

| groan. “Damnit!”

“When you have stopped hating yourself, hand me the new colors | bought,” Ster
says.



| do as he asks, careful not to get my clothes dirty. | have put on Aden’'s sweater
today, after 1 spent the whole previous day panicking about what to do and how to
answer Aden’s messages. | was so petrified that | ended up not answering at all.

The sweater smellslike him. It's comforting and terrifying at the same time.

| might have just fucked this relationship up before it even started.

“1 fucked up, didn’t 1?7’ | say into the silence.

“Youdid,” Ster sayssimply. “But it’s nothing you can’'t solve.”

“What am | supposed to do or say to him?”’

“1 don’t know, but think of something fast, because he'll be herein aminute.”

| stare at him. “What!” | squeak.

“He caled Mateo an hour ago and asked him where you are.” Ster looks at me,

amused. “He has you figured out, Noel. He knows you will chicken out and not
answer if he callsyou directly.”
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“Am | that much of awimp?”’

“Yeah,” Ster says mercilessly. “In this case, you are. The poor guy. Just imagine you
take someone home, sleep with them and then the person bolts. And ghosts you
afterwards. How would you feel ?’

“Are you kidding me? | would feel horrible! It would completely shatter me and my
non-existent confidence,” | admit. “1 had it happen to me plenty of times.” | pause.
“Oh, fuck it. | just did the same thing those assholes did to me.”

“If you want my opinion,” he says. “Y ou are asking too much of the guy.”

“1 just want him to trust me,” | admit.

“Trust is built. It's not magically there,” Ster says. “You told me he seems to have
issues with his brother. We don’t know what kind of issues these are. He is not
obliged to open up to you immediately. You need to give it time. You know better
than anyone el se how much your own past can have a chokehold over you.”

“1 didn’t tell him anything either,” | admit. “I am such a hypocrite.”

“You are scared,” Ster analyzes. “But normally notthatscared. It was your mom,
wasn't it? Her message...”

“Maybe,” | say quietly. Whenever my mom reaches out to me, it usually is a huge
trigger. It was the same this time, too. Ster and Mateo know how to handle me when
it happens, but Aden has no clue. | didn’t tell him anything, yet | expected him to



open up to me, to soothe my anxiety. “How can | stop being scared?’

“You can't,” Ster says. “That’s the worst part about anxiety. It's aways there, lurking
in acorner and jumping at you when you have your guard down. The only thing you
can do is take risks despite your anxiety being there. Roxana's therapist gave her the
advice to use these worst-case scenarios she is imagining, just like you do, and try to
overwrite them with a positive image.”

“1 could try,” | admit.

“This could be something good,” Ster says. “This thing with Aden. You deserve
something good.”

“1 really like him,” | hear myself say before | bury my face behind my hands. “Fuck, |
like him.”

Instead of an answer, | hear Ster’s doorbell. And thistime, | have nowhere to run to,
although every inch of my body wants to just get away from here, too scared to face
Aden and the possible rejection.

“Comein,” Ster calls out towards the door. “It’s unlocked.”

When Aden enters, heis his usual neat self. It looks like he just came from work, but
even then, he doesn’t look tired. | watch him; how he dlips out of his jacket, neatly
puts it on the rack, and takes off his shoes. My God, he is so handsome. | feel

something in my chest, alonging, so painful it takes my breath away.

“Thank you for allowing me to come over, Sterling,” he says, before walking straight
towards me.

Like a complete nutcase | am rooted to my place on Ster’s chair, not able to say



anything or to move. | must look like a deer caught in the headlights, because Aden’s
stoic expression softens visibly. “You look like | am about to bite your head off.”

When he reaches out his hand to pat my head, it’s like a dam lets loose. | can only
wrap my arms around his middle, burying my head in his stomach. | love him. The
realization makes my chest ache, the same dull feeling | have been battling with the
whole day. It'samix of longing and fear. My love for Aden hurts so much. It’ s scary,
yet | want so much more of it.

Aden’s longer fingers keep brushing through my hair. He doesn’t say anything, but |
guessif he wanted to dump me, he wouldn’t be so gentle right now.

“Well, you obviously don’'t need me right now,” Ster says. When | glance at him, he
Is already trotting back into his atelier. “ Close the door when you leave. And invite
me for dinner later. Y ou owe me!”

sixteen

*NOEL*

We left Ster’s apartment half an hour ago to let him work on his newest painting,
went to buy coffees and then to a small, empty playground. It's an old one that’s been
closed for awhile because they are going to tear it down soon.

Somehow, that’s sad. It was not a pretty playground, but | have gotten used to it
being here. Just another part of my life that gets turned over completely. | don’t do
well when my sense of stability is shaken.

With our coffees, we sit down on two swings. For the most part, we only make small
talk, but now Aden looks at me thoughtfully. “Tell me why you ran,” he says. “Is it
because of Kayden's call? Because | am not talking about my family? It’s difficult for



me to open up. Y ou must have realized during our first date.”

“l am the same,” | say quietly. “Sorry, | snapped. That was stupid.”

“What was the trigger?” When | stay quiet, Aden lets out a frustrated sigh. “Give me
something to work with, Noel. Please.”

My fear of rglection is huge, but my fear of upsetting him and fucking this up so that
he walks away isworse. “1 received a message from my mother a couple of days ago.

| guess | haven’'t been myself ever since.”

“Your mother?” Aden asks carefully.
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“1 have no contact with her,” | admit. “For... many reasons. One is that she has been
an alcoholic and drug addict since | can remember. And she...” | sigh. “It was not
easy to be her son, let’sput it like that.”

Aden reaches out his hand, his knuckles brushing over my cheek. This gesture alone
sends butterflies through my stomach like | am some silly teen in love.

“1 have blocked her everywhere, but every now and then she manages to reach me
through a different number or... | don’'t know how she does it. Sometimes, she
actively searches for me and suddenly stands in front of me. This time, it fortunately
was just a message. But it's aways the same. The same old toxicity. The same old
reproaches and guilt-trips.” | pause. “It aways makes me spiral.”

Aden stays quiet for a moment. “Y ou must have gone through alot,” he mutters. “As
a kid, but also now. | am sorry this happened to you, Noel.” He pauses. “And your
father?’

| stay quiet, my chest clenching so painfully that it takes my breath away. “He passed
away,” | finaly say. “And | wish | could be sad about it, but | am not.”

Aden turns towards me as much as his swing allows him to. For awhile, he is quiet,
then he turns back, looking at a point in the distance.

“l don’t have a good relationship with my brothers,” he says into the silence. His
words amost make me drop my coffee. | didn’t expect him to share anything at all.
“That’swhy | don’'t talk about them. Now that we are all adults, they regularly reach
out to me. | think they want to mend what’ s broken, but | don’t know if | want that.”



“How many brothers do you have?’

“Five,” he says. “I am the youngest.”

| grimace. | don’t know much about Aden, but from his online profile on the gallery’s
homepage, | do know he grew up in the countryside. “I can only imagine how rough
it must have been to have so many older brothers.”

“Yeah, but that was not the only issue,” he continues. “I am their half-brother. Their
parents separated, and after a while, our mother began dating my dad. They

absolutely hated my existence. One of them outed me as gay, too, which was awful.”

“No way,” | blurt out. “That’s the worst! Like, who the fuck outs someone? It could
be so dangerous!”

“I know. | was fortunate that my parents didn’t mind.”

“Was it Kayden?’ | ask. “He must have had something to do with it.”

This makes Aden ook at me, clear surprisein his eyes.

“Because you...” | feedl my cheeks flush. | will just sound pathetic now. “You
sounded upset when you talked to him. Differently upset than... | don’t know... |
don’t have a comparison. But | felt like it was personal.”

It's silent for awhile. “Y ou are perceptive,” he says. “It wasn’'t Kayden per se, but he
was the one who backed up the brother who did it and mocked me for being gay...

more than the others did.”

“Bitch,” | mutter.



At that, Aden chuckles.

“It'strue! He had no reason to do what he did.”

“To them, | was the fault for their parents’ splitting. You know, the affair baby,
though they didn't even know if Mom and Dad had an affair. They hadn’t, by the
way. They met after my mom separated from her ex.”

“Even if,” | exclam. “That's no reason to bully your sibling! What the fuck! And
they were older than you. At least a couple of them must have known how wrong
they were.”

“When my dad died, only my oldest brother and | went to his funeral,” Aden adds. “I
guess part of me was never able to forgive the others for this. Oliver was aso the first
to reach out to me later on. | think he is the only one | feel some attachment to, or
rather, | resent him the least.”

“Didn’t you mention your friend, Lynn, dating one of your brothers?’

“She dated Oliver,” he explains. “That’s how she and | became friends. She saw
firsthand how fucked up our family was. | think a lot changed while she was dating
Oliver. She must have said something to him, but | don’t know for sure.”

“And then?’

“I inherited quite some money from my dad. Once | was eighteen, | moved out to
study, and now | am trying not to look back.”

“But they don't let you,” | conclude.

“Yes, and it’s difficult to make the break, because there is still Mom. She is the only



real family | have left, and | really love her.”

| stand up, walking over to Aden, and wrap my arms around him. “Fuck them! When
| see them, | will kick their asses,” | say with emphasis because | suck at comforting
someone, and thisisthe only thing that comes to mind, now.
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Aden snorts. “I might take you up on your offer.” He tugs at my sweater. “Just to
clarify something: Y ou are wearing my clothes, aren’'t you?’

| feel my cheeks heat up again, but my stubbornness outweighs my embarrassment,
easily. “Yes, and | will never return them, just so you know!”

Aden looks at me thoughtfully. “ The sweater is nothing special.”

“It smellslikeyou,” | say.

An amused smile curls Aden’s lips. He reaches out his hand, tugging at my sweater
until 1 bend down. His hand clasps the nape of my neck, while he pulls me down into
a kiss. The position should be uncomfortable, but al | feel is a flock of butterflies

chasing through my stomach.

“Are you taking me home with you tonight?’ | ask against his lips, my nerves aimost
painfully strained thanks to my anxiety.

Aden moves back alittle, eyeing me again. “ Are you going to run from me again?’

| shake my head.

“Then, yes, | will take you home with me.” He pauses. “But you are aware that we
promised Sterling we would meet him for dinner?’

| groan. “Oh shit, | ailmost forgot.”



Aden smiles. “I am looking forward to meeting your friends properly. Besides,”—a
smirk curls his lips—"we have plenty of time afterwards.”

My heart stutters at the way he looks at me. The smile he just showed me is so

beautiful. It’s the first time he's looked at me like that. It feels like, little by little, he
has come closer and let me in. But Ster isright, | am asking more from him than | am

giving.

“Aden?’

“Hm?”’

“l... | want to tell you more about me, but | am scared,” | admit.

“Y ou have told me plenty,” he says.

“But you have said more.”

At that Aden, just chuckles. “Nodl, it's not a competition. | shared it willingly with
you. And once you are ready, you will do the same.”

“There arethings | did in the past that | am not proud of,” | say.
Aden tilts his head, his signature thoughtful look in his eyes. “I figured,” he says,
“when you mentioned your parents. It's okay, Noel. As long as you try to

communicate with me, we should be fine.”

“The same goes to you,” | retort. Like, | am the only one who has communication
ISSues.

Aden looks amused. “Yes, the same goes for me.” He stands up too now, reaching



out his hand to touch my hair. “But serioudly, there are things | can't tell you yet,
either. Let'sdo it at our pace.”

| let out abreath | didn't know | was holding in. “Okay, we did it. Crisis averted.”

“Nodl...“ Aden takes my hand, wrapping his fingers around it gently. “There is
something | have wanted to ask you ever since our first meeting.”

“And what’s that?’

“Won't you tell me where we met before? | know we did. Y ou said so yourself, and |
know your face from somewhere. To be honest, | feel bad not knowing it. It seemsto
be important to you.”

Fuck, he looked through me. | thought | could play it cool and pretend like it was just
a fleeting moment. Well, time to put that new communication rule to the test. “I... It
isimportant,” | admit. “1 am scared that if | tell you, | will need to tell you alot more
about myself, and | don’t know if | am ready for that. But you helped me out once,
years ago, when | was about seventeen. Y ou were just a stranger, but you helped me.
It made an impression on me.”

| hold my breath, scared it won't be enough for him, but Aden just takes my face
between his hands, planting a soft kiss against my lips. “Thank you for giving me a
little piece of information.”

“Isit really enough?’

“We can revigit it another day,” he says. “Come.” Aden puts his arm around my
shoulder. “Let’s meet your friends before we find ourselvesin anew crisis.”
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*ADEN*

“Damn it!” Mateo blurts out. He had gone to stand up, but hit his head against the
lamp. “Why do they hang them so low?”’

“1t’ s not too low,” Sterling says in his usual calm manner. “You are just very tal.”
“S0, it'smy fault now?’ Mateo exclaims.
“l never said that,” Sterling says. “ They just design this stuff for the average person.”

Mateo lets his head drop down onto the table. “Am | not average?’ he asks, sounding
miserable.

Noel furrows his brows. It's the look he has when he is about to show his claws.
Somehow, it's a bigger turn-on for me than it should be. “Are you stupid? Why do

you want to be average? Obvioudly, you are great the way you are!”

“That's easy for you to say,” Mateo mutters. “Not all of us are a beauty out of a
painting.”

“Fuck,” Nodl groans. “ Ster, don’t let him have another drink!”
“1 am not drunk,” Mateo mutters.

“That makes it even worse!”



“1 can draw you too, Mateo,” Sterling offers.

Mateo’' s head snaps up. “Who wants a pity painting?”

Sterling’ s face carries an expression of confusion. “Why not?’

Mateo stares at him before exchanging a look with Noel. “He has a point, Ster,” Noel
says. “Who the fuck wants a pity-anything?’

“Yeah, you tell him, Noel!”

Sterling looks completely unfazed by histwo friends' complaints and just shrugs.
When | agreed to join Noel and his friends for dinner, this was certainly not what |
expected. Granted, | wasn't quite sure what to expect, but it still comes as a surprise
to see the three of them this relaxed around each other. | can’t remember the last time
| was in a get-together where the whole atmosphere was so light.

Suddenly, | can't help but chuckle at the absurdity of this whole conversation.

Mateo looks at me asif he just realizes | am here, alook of horror on his face, while
the tips of Noel’s ears turn red. Only Sterling looks completely unfazed. “Y ou must
think we are so silly!” Mateo says.

“1 kind of do,” | say. “But in an endearing way.”

Noel scoots closer to me, a frown on his face. “How can someone be silly and
endearing at the same time?”’

Instead of an answer, | put an arm around his shoulder and tug him closer. His eyes
snap up at me in surprise. Good to know it is possible to catch him off guard,



sometimes. “ Some people can pull it off,” | say.

Noel furrows his brows. “Sometimes | don’t know if the things you say are meant as
a compliment or not.”

“It’ s like with Sterlone,” Mateo says. “ At times, | think | should actually be insulted.”

“Must be the artistic gene,” Noel says. “This reminds me—" His head snaps towards
me. “You are an artist too.”

“This would explain the whole, semi-insulting, without being insulting, attitude,”
Mateo adds.

| am not sure if | make sense of what he says, yet | kind of understand the sentiment
behind his words. “I don’'t draw for exhibitions or patrons anymore,” | explain. “Just

in private.”

“Why did you stop?’ Sterling asks, his voice surprisingly serious while he looks at
me thoughtfully.

Of course, he caught it.
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“We're out of food and drinks,” Mateo mutters. “I will order something for us.” He
gets up to walk towards the counter.

Noel jumps up to follow him. “Wait, | want to decide on my own food. You don’t
really have the hang of ordering for others.”

Mateo argues something back, but | can’t hear what he says.

“So, why?" Sterling asks.

| gaze at the whisky in my hand. “I lost my muse,” | finally say. “Something in me
just died that day. | don’t want to say that | lost my spark, but it just wasn’t the same
anymore. My style and the whole atmosphere in my drawings changed.”

“But isthat bad?”’

“Isit?’ | toss the question back at him before turning my full attention to Sterling. “It
shows a side of me now that | don’t want othersto see. It'stoo private.”

Sterling remains quiet before he nods. “| understand.”

We don't say any more, just sit in silence. Eventualy, my phone vibrates. | am
almost scared it might be Kayden again, or Oliver, but to my surprise, it'sLynn.

“Work? Nodl asks.

| look up, only noticing now that he and Mateo have returned. “Yes and no.” | pull



him to my side again. “It’s Lynn. She just left work.”

“Tell her tojoin us,” Noel offers. “I’d love to get to know her better, too.”

“Your friend?” Mateo asks.

“My co-CEO and best friend,” | explain.

“We'd love to have her here,” Sterling says.

“WEell, if you truly don't mind.” | swiftly send a message to Lynn, inviting her over.
Deep down inside, she is a party gal, so | am not surprised when her answer comes
soon, agreeing to join us and saying she will bring Cedric along.

seventeen

* ADEN*

Lynn tosses her bag on an empty chair and drops down on the seat between Mateo
and Sterling, with aloud ‘umpf’. “Just so we are clear,” she says, pointing at Cedric,
whose huge, innocent eyes look at me hopefully. “I truly just bumped into Cedric,”
She narrows her eyes to a glare, as if to dare me to tease her about it. “Don’t ask! It
was really just a coincidence.”

“We don't mind,” Mateo says. “The more the merrier.”

“ And wehavemet before,” Sterling adds.

Cedric looks at me. “It'sreally okay if | join you?’

“You heard them,” | tell him. “It'sfine.”



“Thank you, sir!” he exclaims before settling down between Lynn and Sterling.

What a funny group we are right now. | can’t remember the last time | hung out with
people like this, and with such a relaxedand genuinely fun group to boot. Usually, |
only go to exhibitions or mandatory events, or | meet with Lynn for a drink. Both
Lynn and | usually keep our dates away from each other, mostly because it’s never
been something serious.

With Noel, | have crossed a lot of new bridges, it seems, and | have only known him
for such a short time. Mateo takes off once more to order drinks and food for Cedric
and Lynn. He really seems to have a caring gene in him. From what | heard from

Noel, he looks out both for him and Sterling.

“Your food should be here in a couple of minutes,” he says once heis back. “Here are
your drinks for now.”

“Wow, thank you!” Cedric’s eyesare wide.

“That wasreadlly kind,” Lynn says. “Much appreciated.”

“Don’t mention it,” Mateo says. “Besides, it's easy to order food for people who are
not picky eaters.”
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“Excuse me,” Noel huffs. “ Spare yourself the dig! Sterling is not a picky eater!”
“How did you know | was talking about him then?’ Mateo grins.

As if to prove his point, Noel grabs an olive from my plate and reaches it towards
Sterling, until the latter takes it and eats it.

Sterling grimaces. “Y uk, how can you eat that?!”
| can’'t help but chuckle. “I didn’t know you were a picky eater.”
Sterling shrugs. “Well, if the others say it, it must be true.”

“Don’'t let Mateo tease you,” Noel exclaims. “You are a selective eater, not a picky
one. Why has that become the main topic now?’

Cedric has been listening in awe. Now, however, he bursts into giggles. “You are
such ameme,” he says. “Actualy, al of you.”

Noel looks at him with atwitching brow. “Y ou are one to talk.”
“True,” Cedric beams.

Noel looks at him, before a resigned expression crosses his beautiful features. His
body goes slack while he leans against me, grumbling something under his breath.

“Don’'t worry about Cedric,” | chuckle. “Been there, done that.”



Noel rests his chin against my shoulder, looking at me through his soft brown eyes. |
can’'t help but drive my fingers through his silky hair. He is just so breathtaking when
he is close to me, but even more so when he is vulnerable and open with me. | feel a
twinge in my chest, something | haven't felt in a long while. It's not uncomfortable,
it'srather... aspark. It makes my fingersitch to grab a brush again and draw.

The feeling strikes me out of the blue, leaving me completely dumbfounded.

| want to draw?!

Noel leans his forehead against my shoulder, taking a deep breath as if he isinhaling
my scent. By now, it must have dawned on Cedric that Noel is not just some
acguaintance, because he stares at us wide-eyed, his mouth open.

“Close your mouth,” Lynn says. “Y ou are going to catch afly.”

“You knew?’

“Of course. How come you didn’'t?’” she says. “Didn't you watch them at the
exhibition?’

“1 thought Mr. Randall was just being polite.”

Lynn snorts. “If you think that was just a guy being polite to another guy, | feel like
you need a babysitter at your side. Makes me worry for your overall safety.”

“Sheisright,” Sterling says. “Be careful not to get tricked, Cedric.”

Cedric’s cheeks flush dlightly. “1 am not that naive,” he mutters. “Okay, maybe a bit.”

Before anyone can say anything, someone next to us clears their throat. “Lynn?’ It's



aguy’svoice. He must be standing behind me, out of my view, but directly opposite
to Lynn.

Lynn’s gaze snaps up, staring at the person first, then at me, then back up again.

What was that?

“Wait... Aden, isthat you?’

Noel startles slightly and moves his head from my shoulder while | turn to look right
into Oliver’ s surprised eyes.

“Hello, Oliver,” Lynn says. “I didn’t expect you here. It's not your usual type of bar.”

“1 got invited over by afriend,” Oliver says. “I am meeting Martin later somewhere

else.
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Martin? Fortunately, he is not meeting him here. It's bad enough to run into Oliver,
but Martin is probably my least favorite brother of al. | decide to be thankful that at
least it’s only Oliver bumping into us.

“1 understand,” Lynn hums and nods.

It's silent for amoment. None of the others knows what to say or do. They don’'t even
know who the guy is, just that it's very obvious neither Lynn nor | are particularly
happy to see him.

Thisisridiculous.

“Everyone,” | say, trying to keep my voice calm and composed while willing all my
emotions down. “Thisis my oldest brother. Oliver.”

“Oh,” Sterling nods.

Mateo regains his composure quickly and jumps right into his professional self. “It's
nice to meet you, Mr. Randall.”

“Oh, | am not...“ Oliver says, before his voice trails off. “It’s nice to meet you, t00,”
he says instead.

“You are not what?' Noel wants to know.

It'sfunny. | can seeit in his expression, heis so close to letting his claws out, but not
in the humorous way, he does it with his friends. He looks a lot more serious al of a



sudden.

“Heisnot aRandall,” | explainin Oliver’sor Lynn’'s stead. “We are half-brothers.”

“Oh, | getit. | apologize,” Mateo says politely.

“These are our friends,” Lynn introduces the group briefly, without going into detalil,
who they are.

Oliver rubs the back of his head, dlightly flustered. “Well, | guess | should leave you
aone.” He pauses. “Oh, before | forget, Aden, you are coming for Mom’s birthday
next weekend, are you? Sheisreally expecting you.”

That fucker. He knows | won't just turn him down when he asks me so openly in
front of awhole group of people. | love my mother and do want to see her. Not even |
can stay so cold-hearted and say no, when he brings her into the play and challenges
mein front of my friends.

“1 guess | will be coming,” | say camly. “Just for dinner though.”
| can feel Noel’s hand on my leg. It feels warm and soothing, caming my nerves
down a little. If only | knew how to handle my family, things would be so much

easier. Well, Rome wasn't built in aday either.

Oliver smiles, an expression of relief on hisface. “I am so happy,” he says. “I will tell
Mom immediately.”

Y eah, of course hewill. So, | won't be able to take it back.

“Well, | apologize for disrupting your meeting,” Oliver says with asmile. “I will take
my leave. It was nice to meet you.”



“Have anice evening,” Mateo says.

Lynn nods at him. “Bye, Oliver.”

When he has finally left, silence engulfs us again, until Sterling breaks it.
“Interesting,” he mutters while he watches Oliver disappear into the crowd again.

“Not really,” Lynn saysdryly. “Heismy ex.”

“Heand | aren't really close,” | tell the group without going into detail. “1 apologize,
this must have been an awkward exchange to watch.”

“Make it double awkward because | was there too,” Lynn adds. “A drink, Aden?’
“Absolutely!”

Noel wraps his arms around my middle, snuggling against me again. | only realize
now that he drew back earlier and didn’t touch me openly while | was talking to
Oliver. | guess he didn't want to embarrass me or out my relationship with him in
front of my brother.

Lynn manages to organize a round of drinks for all of us. Only Nodl sticks with a
mocktail instead. He drinks very little. If he goes out and drinks at all, it's only one

glass of wine.

“Lynn, you really were with Aden’s brother?’ Sterling asks curiously.
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Lynn grins. “High school and later college sweethearts, but he obviously wasn't the
one.” She doesn't tell them why they broke up, and not even Cedric has the nerve to
ask.

When our new drinks arrive, the group gets lively again, fortunately. Cedric is
growing more confident, as well. “Say,” He beams again. “Mind if | make areel, Mr.
Randell? Of you, casually sitting here? Maybe with Sterling?’

Sterling and | exchange a gaze. “What’s areel? A video?” Sterling mutters.
“Beatsme,” | say. “But it’sfor socia media.”

“And you think that will get views?’ Sterling asks.

“Absolutely,” Cedric is pumped with motivation. “Mr. Randall always sells well. Our
viewers love his dignified, calm image. And | bet you, Sterling, will get quite the
audience too.” He turns around, gazing at everyone before his eyes land on Noel.
“Please help me, Noel. You are the only one who looks capable of doing anything
social media-related!”

Noel casts each of us agaze, then lets out asigh. “Y ou might be right.”

“Hey, what about me?’ Mateo asks, while Cedric and Noel try to navigate Sterling
and me into a position, they deem cool enough for their reel. “Do | suck at socia

mediatoo?”’

“You are not as hopeless as the others,” Noel says. “But the bar islow.”



Lynn and | exchange a glance. “I can't say anything in my defense,” Lynn says
shortly. “I barely post anything, ever.”

“Me neither,” | say.

“1 only have an Instagram account because | have to,” Sterling says.

“That’s what you have me for now,” Cedric exclams. “I am going to be the world’s
best assistant!”

When Noel shifts me into position, he leans forward dlightly. “Is he aways that
motivated?’ he whispers.

13 YeS_”

“You truly are aweird combination of boss and assistant,” he mutters. “But | guess |
can see it work.”

| smile. “You and | work well, too, after all.”

Noel furrows his brows. “I am nothing like him!”

“l wasjust teasing you,” | chuckle. “Don’t make it so easy.”

Noel mutters something under his breath, not gracing me with an answer. He is
adorable when he is prickly, but | probably shouldn’t tease him too much. Grabbing
him by the back of his head, | pull him into a swift kiss. “Here, better?’

“1 can't believe your dly tactics,” Noel mutters.

“Well,” Cedric proclaims. “I don’t think we can use that one for areel. Noel and Mr.



Randall look like they are about to jump each other, and Sterling looks like the third
wheel.”

“1 don’t see anything wrong with that,” Sterling points out.

“We are not going to have that on our social media,” Lynn intervenes. “My God,
guys, focus and take the damn video! It can’t be that hard!”

Her words finally get us all into the right mindset, and a couple of minutes later, the
video is done, and Cedric looks happy. “It’s gotten pretty late,” Sterling comments. “|
want to get home and work on my newest drawing.”

| nod, grabbing my credit card. “Allow me,” | say.

“We can't possibly—" Mateo starts with Noel very visibly about to say something
too.

“Of course we can,” Sterling interrupts. “We are all broke.”

“l can chipin, too,” Lynn offers.

“Youinvited melast time,” | say. “It's my turn anyway.”
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“True.”

While | gather my things, | look at Sterling again. “Make sure to update me on your
progress,” | tell him.

“Will do,” he promises.

“S0,” Lynn looks around. “Did | truly manage to find myself amidst a whole group of
handsome, gay guys?’ she asks dryly.

“1 don’t think you need me to answer that,” | say.

“Y eah, sorry, gayer than anyone else here,” Noel says.

Sterling nods. “Me too.”

“Well, | for one am bi,” Cedric says.

“Just like me,” Mateo grins and wiggles his eyebrows at Lynn.

Lynn stares at him and raises her brows. “Y ou are?’

He nods.

“And you are single? Because | am not hooking up with someone else’s man.”

“Assingle as one can be, and you?’



“My last flirt just dumped me.”

“l amtall,” Mateo says.

“l seethat,” Lynn says. “Who even cares?’

“A lot do,” he admits.

“1 will let you fuck me, if you promise you won't get all insecure because | earn a

lot.
“Well, guys,” Mateo grabs his jacket. “I obviously have a date with a beautiful
woman now.” When Lynn blinks at him, he grins. “I give a shit about how much you
earn. Lead the way, Sugar Mama.”

“Oh, my god,” Noel groans. “Why are you so embarrassing?’

Mateo just grins and winks at us before following Lynn outside. | feel my phone
vibrating. When | open my messages, | amost fear that it's Oliver again, or Kayden,
or one of the others, but to my surprise, it's Noel.

Can | go home with you?

When | look at him, he looks away, his cheeks tinted a sweet, peachy color. | can't
help but reach out my hand to touch his soft hair. “Yes,” | say.

eighteen

*NOEL*

Aden and | make a brief detour to my place so that | can fetch some clothes and



necessities.

The most tumultuous evening of my life is coming to an end. It was an up and down
of emotions, or rather, a down and up, starting with me sulking in Sterling’ s loft, then
Aden hunting me down and us talking, ending with us meeting our friends for that

crazy get-together.

Aden unlocks the door to his house, letting me in. A repeat of two nights ago, just
that this time my mind is much calmer.

“Aden, can | ask you something?’

“Of course.”
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“How did Lynn actually end up with your brother?’ | ask. “ She seems to be nice and

fun.

“1 guess Oliver can be like that, too,” he explains. “Just because my relationship to
him is strained, doesn't mean he isn't an outgoing guy. From what | know, he was
very similar to Lynn herself. That’s how they connected.”

“And how did it end?’
“ She dumped him once she saw how strained our relationship was.”
My mouth drops open. “What?’

“Lynn and Oliver started dating in high school and then continued in college. Don’t
forget that Oliver is my oldest brother. | am alot younger than he is. At that time, |
was very much still an outsider in the family. Lynn didn’t like that at all. Y ou saw her
today. She was the same years ago, and she was very voca about how terrible she
found our home situation. It was not so much about Oliver himself, but about the
others. Oliver himself was aready trying to mend our relationship, but Lynn didn’t
like that he wouldn't stand up to our other brothers and just let them bully me. | guess
her dumping Oliver was the wake-up call he needed.”

“Crazy!” | exclam. “l have a whole new respect for her! | hope Mateo takes his
chance and doesn’t fuck it up.”

“1 hope so, too.”



“You are not mad that he is hooking up with her, are you?’ | ask carefully.

“No, Lynn is very confident and knows what she wants. | don't meddie in her
relationships.”

| let out a sigh of relief. The last thing | want is for Mateo and Sterling to face any
difficulties in their work, and | don’t want Aden to be mad at them. They are all too
important to me. “Can | take a shower first?’ | ask, mainly to diffuse my own
thoughts.

“Of course. | will take one after you. There are fresh towels there. Y ou know the way,
don’t you?’

| wince dlightly. “Yeah, | remember.”

“Noel.” Aden touches my shoulder. “If your anxiety overwhelms you again, promise
me to give me asign. If you need space, | will giveit to you. If you need to be alone,
then | will make sure you can have your privacy. If you need a hug, | will giveit to
you, too.”

“What if you are mad at me and | need ahug?’ | ask.

“1 will never deny you comfort,” he says. “Even when | might be upset or angry. So,
please, promise me you won’t run from me again.”

| let out a shaky breath. “ Okay.”

With that, | finally manage to leave for the bathroom, almost scared | will spiral again
just from remembering what happened last time. To my surprise, however, it's
completely different this time. Instead of my body and mind remembering my last
anxiety attack, | feel rather comfortable and relaxed in the bathroom, finally able to



enjoy the intricate design of the place and the huge floor-level shower. | have always
wanted one of those!

With newfound energy and motivation, | make sure to clean myself properly and
even take my time to prepare and stretch myself a little. Fingers crossed for some

action later.

Unlike during that fateful night, where | bolted, | take my time now, and once out of
the shower and bathroom, look through Aden’s place properly.

Meanwhile, Aden takes a shower himself, and once | am done looking at everything,
| find him sitting in the living room, skimming through a notebook with a pencil in

his hand. I's he writing or drawing something?

“1 like how you live,” | say when | finally join him in the living room. “It’s elegant
and suits you, but it’s also surprisingly cozy.”

“1 am happy you like it. | wanted to have a place | could make my own, somewhere |
could alwaysretreat to.”

“Say, Aden, do you mind if | look around?’

He blinks. “Didn’t you do that just now?’

“Y eah, but more in detail.”

Aden’s lips tug in amusement. “You are the type of person to look into each of my
drawers, aren’'t you?’

My cheeks heat up. “Only if you allow meto!”



He grins. “Just go ahead. It'sfine.”

He doesn’t need to tell me twice. | dash off, this time snooping around a little. There
are alot of books and paintings, obviously. | have no idea if he drew them himself or
if he bought them from somewhere. | do recognize Sterling's drawings, though. The
one with me on the beach has a very prominent place in the living room, and the other

oneisin his bedroom.
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“1 didn’t remember you hung the blue painting in the bedroom,” | say, peeking into
the living room again.

“1 recently put it there.”
“Why?’
“1 didn’t want anyone elseto seeit but me. It’ s too beautiful .”

How can he say these things and not be embarrassed? “Does that mean that every
time| stay over, | have to look at myself when you fuck me?’

Aden snorts. He puts his notebook aside and rests his chin against his hand. His gaze
pierces me now. “Who knows? Maybe it’s going to entertain me on nights you aren’t

here.
This fucking guy! “Are you never embarrassed?’ | blurt out.
“Y ou were the one who started it. | am just matching your energy.”

“Are you?' | raise my brows, hoping for a challenging gaze. “How far are you
willing to go to match my energy?’

“Far,” he says.

| take a few steps backwards, happy when Aden rises from his place and follows me.
The look in his eyesis dark, so much that it sends tingles down my spine. | decide to



put on a show for him. On my way upstairs, | strategically get rid of my clothes until
| have reached his bedroom and am only clad in my underpants.

Aden closes the door behind him, leaning against it. “ Take it off,” he commands.

Fuck, the tone of his voice goes right to my cock. For a man so neat and appropriate
and polite, he sure knows how to make a guy all hot and bothered. But if there is one
thing that doesn’'t embarrass me, it's being naked. May as well give him a show. |
make sure to turn my back to Aden, while hooking my thumbs into the elastic of the
underpants, slowly pulling them down inch by inch.

Too slow for Aden’sliking, it seems.

He is suddenly behind me, one arm around my middle to press me against his chest,
the other moving into my pants. “Fuck, Aden!”

“You were taking too long,” he mutters against my neck while his hand clasps around
my dick. His other hand moves up my chest, tweaking one of my nipples between his
fingers while the grip around my dick tightens.

This guy makes me breathless just by touching me. It's amost like | am ateen again.
| should feel embarrassed, but his thumb rubbing over the tip of my cock makes me
forget any reservation. “Y ou are nothing like one would expect in bed.”

Aden moves us along towards his bed, until my legs knock against it and | am forced
to crawl onto it. His hand prevents me from turning around, while | can hear him
shuffling with his clothes. He is fast, soon pressing his naked upper body against my
back again. “Isthat good or bad?’

His dlick fingers run down my back, squeezing my ass before disappearing between
my butt cheeks. His first finger pushes into me easily. He halts for a moment,



pressing his lips against my shoulder. | can aimost feel his smirk. “You stretched
yourself. And you are calling me afreak, hun?’

“1 just wanted to be prepared,” | say. “Be thankful!”

“1 am not complaining. Actually, that’s hot.”

Aden pushes a second finger inside me, making me moan. He takes his time until he
has three fingers buried inside me, thoroughly stretching me. A shiver goes down my
spine, sweat pooling on my forehead. | just want more, more, more, but Aden’s
fingers move almost excruciatingly slow. My body is screaming for him, wanting his
cock inside me, fucking me fast and relentless, but it seems Aden has his own plans
in mind. By the way he looks at me, it's obvious he is doing it with intent.

“Y ou are being such an asshole tonight!” | groan.

“Is that really what you want to say to me right now?’ Aden grins. “When you are at
my mercy? How about you be patient for once?’

He curls his fingers, hitting my soft spot that way. “Aden,” | moan. | need more of
this. The desperation makes me rest my forehead against the pillow while pushing
back against Aden’sfingers. “Please.”

“Fuck,” Aden groans. His fingers are suddenly gone, but before I can mourn the
emptiness, his cock plunges into me in one go. After being teased for so long, the
relief of having him fill me makes me shiver.

One of Aden’s arms wraps around me from behind, pushing me back against him,
while he snaps his hips forward. The sound of skin slapping against skin fills the
room, mixed with my moans. My own cock is painfully hard, but when I go to touch
myself for relief, Aden pushes my hand away. “Not yet,” he says.



“You are going to make me burst,” | groan.
Instead of an answer, Aden’s movements slow, almost making me sob. That’s when |
feel one of his fingers against my rim, moving up to my entrance. Aden keeps the

slow pace of histhrusts, while hisfinger probes me slightly.

“Areyou okay?' he asks, hisvoice husky and low.
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“Yes! Fuck, doit!”

When Aden inserts his fingers, | feel fuller than ever before. The stretch burns, but
instead of being painful, it turnsinto something hot in my stomach.

“Please,” | beg.

He stills once more, the dy bastard. “What do you want? Tell me what you want.”
“Fuck me,” | beg. “Make me come. Please, Aden, let me come!”

Aden removes his finger, and without pulling his cock out of me, he turns me over
until 1 land on my back, then plunges into me with full force. | instantly wrap my
arms around his neck and my legs around his middle, while his hips snap forward.

He easily finds my spot again, hitting it relentlessly with his cock.

“Fuck, Aden, you are so good!”

Thereisadglint in hiseyes| haven’'t seen before. It turns me on more than | expected.
He stills his hips, moving down to my ear. “Tell me no one else has fucked you like |
do.”

"Nobody has.”

“Good.” Aden’s hand wraps around my dick, and while he thrusts inside me again, it
only takes two strokes with his hand until | am pushed over the edge. | don’t know



what | am saying or moaning, | am a blubbering mess, when my release finaly
washes over me.

It takes a while for me to come down from my orgasm. | only remotely realize that
Aden keeps me in his arms while he fucks me for a bit longer until his body goes
slack too. He gives us time to cam down before carefully pulling out of me and
getting rid of his condom.

“You are fucking amazing in bed,” | blurt out.

Aden snorts before pulling me into hisarms. “1 hope thisisn’'t the only thing you like
about me.”

“It'snot. You can be assured. But | swear, | have never been fucked like that before.”

Aden smiles while he turns his head to look at me. “Y ou know how to stroke aguy’s
ego,” he chuckles. “Just for the record, you are pretty amazing too.”

“1 need usto get tested,” | mutter. “I want you to come inside me next time, without a
condom.”

“You won't need to ask me twice. | will make an appointment the first thing
tomorrow morning,” he promises.

nineteen
*NOEL*
When | wake up a couple of hours later, | expect to feel sore and sticky, but instead |

am cleaned up and well-rested. Well, a little sore, but in a good way. Aden has also
changed the sheets. | am not sure how and when he did that — | must have been



completely out of it. Aden is not lying next to me anymore, and the house is filled
with the scent of freshly brewed coffee.

It's 7 am., too early after a night out and some nightly action, but something about
the fact that | am waking up in my boyfriend’s bed and being able to spend the
morning with him, makes me so happy that | drag myself out of bed. | have never
experienced a moment like that with one of my former boyfriends, but then, they
weren’'t boyfriends, more like flings.

Thistime | brought my own spare clothes, but make sure to pack Aden’s sweater, the
one lborrowed, into my bag. There isno way | will ever return that one! In the
bathroom, | notice that Aden has prepared fresh towels for me.

| have known it al the time, but still, the realization hits me like a brick: He
genuinely isakind guy. The full package, actually. Aden is handsome and successful,
yet kind to those he loves. He is interesting and atad mysterious, quiet but not boring,
and he definitely knows how to fuck a guy.

It gives me a stitch to know that | have no family | can introduce him to. ‘Hi Mom,
meet Aden, he is my partner’ ,are words | will never be able to say. That ship sailed
long ago. My mother doesn’t care about me, who | like or date, she never has. All she
cares about is her addiction.

“Shut up,” | mutter to myself, smacking my cheeks slightly. No gloomy thoughts!

| might not be able to introduce Aden to my family, but | definitely can proudly show
him off to my friends!

And | have awesome friends who are incredible, generous, and who are very happy
for me whenever something good happens to me!



With more positive thoughts, | finally make it into the shower. | clean myself up
properly and dress in fresh clothes before hurrying down the stairs to meet my
boyfriend.

Aden turns once he hears me approaching, smiling at me. | make sure to run over to
him and hug him, like a lovesick puppy. He doesn’'t disappoint me and puts an arm
around me, hugging me tight. “ Coffee?’ he asks.
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| nod. “I can’t go without one so early.”

“l wasn't so sure what you wanted to eat, so | put out an assortment of different
food.”

He wasn't kidding. The table is full, with ham, cheese, eggs, some veggies, and he
even made pancakes. “Y ou know, if you asked me now, if I'd want to marry you, I'd
do it on the spot.”

Aden laughs. “Good to know | will get you with food.”

It's not just the food. It’'s the act of service, the way he seriously considered me and
my feelings. It's too cheesy to say it out loud, so | settle for kissing him. With cups of
fresh coffee, we both sit down just as Aden’ s phone lights up.

He frowns when he gazes at it. “That’s Lynn.”

“Oh shit, hopefully Mateo didn’t fuck up!” | exclam. “You know, he normally
wouldn’t. He is like one of the sweetest guys ever. So, | am sure if something
happened, then it’s more a misunderstanding. Or maybe they didn’t click. That could
be possible too.”

“Noel.” Aden interrupts me. “ Take a breath. Lynn isn’t complaining.”

“What is she writing?’

Aden takes a sip from his coffee. “ She says: Incredible night! That Mateo guy knows



what he's doing with hislimbs. Finally, a guy who knows how to fuck me!”

| can’t help but groan. “And here | was, worried for him! Why did | even ask?’

Aden raises his brows. “Do you want me to write something equally inappropriate
back?’

| perk up. “Yes!”

Aden types something on his phone before putting it aside again and taking a sip
from his coffee. The answer doesn’'t take long to come. When Aden opens the
message, he just chuckles.

“What? Tell me?’

“1 told Lynn that you are incredibly flexible and that | had the best fuck of my life.”

| snort into my coffee. There is something about Aden talking dirty when not in bed
that’s just so contradictory to how he usually behaves. It's his proper appearance and
his calm demeanor, paired with saying something like that. “ And her reply?’

“She said sheis happy for us, but that Mateo just made gagging sounds.”

| grin while adding honey to my dlice of bread. | used to love that when | was a child.
There was a time in my life when things were good. Mom and Dad were clean for a
short time, and Mom was happy, | guess. It only lasted a couple of months, not even a
year. Bittersweet memories.

“That'sfair,” | say.

“How isyour schedule thisweek?’ Aden asks.



| wiggle my brows. “Are you asking so you know when to ask me for a date?’

Aden nods, business as usual, while he looks at his notebook, scribbling something
down. “Exactly.”

Okay, somehow, whenever | try to tease him, | am the one who ends up flustered.
How is that fair? Well, | guess | can’'t help it. “I am free today but working a double
shift tomorrow.”

“Then how about you stay until tomorrow?”

| need to try hard not to stare at him, flabbergasted. Man, everything about this
relationship is so different than anything I’ ve experienced before. “Is that okay?”’

“Of course, or | wouldn't have asked.”

“Then I’'ll stay. Other than tomorrow, | think | will be working the whole week. | am
jumping in for my co-worker at the bar, but aso, have my shift in the club. I am only
free on Wednesday evening.”

Aden looks at me thoughtfully. “Y ou work alot, Noel.”

“Yeah,” | mutter.
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“l don’'t want to pry,” he continues. “But is there areason for that?’

| shift around nervously, unsure if | should tell him or not. But then | remember how
open he was about his family life. “My father left me quite the debt,” | admit.
“Technically, don't needto work that much, but | want to pay it off faster than the
plan | set up originaly.”

Aden looks surprised. “You should not have inherited your Dad’s debt, especially
with your mom still being around!”

“Yeah, | know,” | mutter. “It’s al so thanks to my mom and her committing credit card
fraud and buying things in my name. | was not able to fight it after his death, because
a lawyer and lawsuit would have cost me a lot.” | pause. “Can we not talk about it,
please?’

“Let melook intoit,” Aden offers.

“What?’

“You got scammed, and you probably were a minor when it happened. | assume
Sterling and Mateo tried to help, but couldn’t?’

“Mateo has his student debt to pay, and Sterling had to look out... rather, still is
looking out, for his sister aswell.”

“Then alow me to help. You are my boyfriend, Noel. | do have the means and the
contacts to help you.”



| want to screamyes. Y es, save me. Please, help me! But how can | accept his help so
easily? He barely knows me. Hell, | don’t even know him properly.

Aden reaches out his hand and touches my shoulder. “You don’'t want me to help.
Am | right?’ he asks, tone deadly serious. “Talk to me, to help me understand.”

“I'sjust... Fuck!” | brush my fingers through my hair in exasperation. “What if you
have enough of me? What if | let you help me, rely on you, and then you are gone,
and | am al alone and need to start anew... with my debt and with my life.”

Aden looks a me, the look in his eyes unreadable, then something close to
understanding crosses his expression. He looks gentle all of a sudden. “I understand,”
he says. “It'satrust issue, isn't it? Of courseitis. | understand.”

“No, yes, not trust alone!” | blurt out. “I don’t think you are a villain at al. But
sometimes things happen, people fall out of love, and then | need to be able to stand

on my own two feet.”

“1 get that,” he says. “Thanks for explaining it to me. But why do you think | don’t
want you to live your life?’

| blink. “Well, you are a gallerist and CEO. Y ou are the embodiment of high society,
and | am your bartender boyfriend, who also worksin a sleazy club.”

“So what?’
“l can’'t quit my job.”
“Of course not,” Aden says. “I wouldn’t want you to quit your job. Granted, | am not

overjoyed about where you work, simply because it’'s a dangerous place, but there is
nothing wrong with what you do. | am your boyfriend and partner. | want to help you,



but | certainly don’'t want you to give up your independence. | had that type of
relationship once, and it ended as a shambles.”

The last bit of information hits me like a brick. “Isthat true?’

“Yes.” Aden clenches his fingers around his cup of coffee before relaxing them
again. “My ex-boyfriend was very dependent on me for various reasons and in
various ways. It... it was not a good experience for me, Noel, and ended terribly.”

Aden does not go deeper into it, but from the tone of his voice, it looks like the guy
pretty much leeched off him somehow. He mentioned having had a very bad
experience before.

“1 like how much drive you have,” Aden tells me. “I like how serious you are about
your work, and how you want to stand on your own feet. | fully support that.”

“You... you don't mind? That | am a bartender?’

“Not at al.” Aden purses hislips, his expression thoughtful. “Let me offer something
to you. How about | at least hire a lawyer for you? Someone who can help you with
freeing yoursalf from your debt. It'll take more time to clear it than if | were
toinvolve myself directly, but on the other hand, it will allow you to keep control over
it

My head perks up. With that solution, | would have areal chance of getting rid of this
unfair debt. Granted, | wouldn’t be able to have this chance without Aden’s help. He
is the one paying for the lawyer, and it probably will be a top-notch one. However, if
| put my pride and anxiety aside and accept his help, it would also mean | could start
looking for a better job, and maybe save some money for an actual course to take. |
could find a better bar to work at.



But isit okay? Can | really ask so much of Aden?

“Noel, | am offering this to you because | want to, and because | like you. | know you
are not in thisrelationship for money.”

“How do you know?’ | mutter. “1 could be.”

“1 know. | have agood eye for people.”
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“But your ex...”
“1 also knew back then,” he explains. “ The problem was not that | was naive or didn’t
see the problem. The issue lay elsewhere. | wanted so desperately to help Emil, even
when | knew he was using me.”

Emil.So that’ s his name.

“1f someone close to you willingly reaches out their hand, it's okay to take it. If it
helps, | promise you | won't repeat the same mistakes | once made,” Aden adds.

“1 think 1 am completely and utterly in love with you,” | mutter.
Aden raises his brows.

“Oh fuck! Did | just say that out loud? What's going on in my head? Y ou probably
fucked my brains out last night. Forget | said that.”

“I won't forget,” Aden says. “Also, you must realize why | offer this to you. |
wouldn’t do that for just any person.”

He hasn’t said it, but does it mean heisfalling for me too?
“So, | assumeit’'sayes. You'll take me up on my offer?’ he asks.

| nod. “Thank you.”



Aden looks equal parts relieved and happy. “1 will immediately set you up with a
lawyer.” A pause. “So, Wednesday evening?’

“Yes, and since | work so much this week, | will be free on the weekend. That's
rarel”

Aden’'sfacefalls dightly.

“1s something wrong? Are you busy during the weekend?’

“You were there yourself when Oliver cornered me. | have to visit home next
weekend,” Aden says.

“Oh shit, right!”
His whole expression is closed off again, but by now, | have figured it's a self-
preservation thing. “1 can’'t believe | couldn’t manage to get out of it, but it's my

mother’ s birthday.”

“If you need help, I’d happily join you,” | offer, before chuckling. “It was just ajoke;
in case you are freaking out now.”

Aden stares at me.

“l was just goofing around,” | mutter. “I know it's way too early for you to introduce
me to anyone. Let alone your family!”

“But you would?’

“Huh?’



“If | asked you to come with me, you would?’

My eyeswiden. “Are you serious?’

“The question israther: Were you?’

“Aden, if you invited me to come with you, I’d do it in a heartbeat,” | say.

“Are you sure? You know how strained my relationship with themiis.”

| don’t have any money to give, but | certainly have my heart and support to give.
And | definitely will do that. “I am coming with you next weekend. Make sure your

mom expects one more person.”

twenty
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*NOEL*
When | arrive at Mateo’s place, he is sitting on his sofa with Lynn, drinking tea with

her. That’s arare view. | can’t remember the last time he so casually hung out with a
potential date. They must have clicked somehow.

Mateo's apartment is small, but he has a talent for using space well. It looks much
more spacious than it is because he uses everything so well.

“l am glad you dropped by,” Lynn says, taking out her notebook. “Tell me when you
are free. Aden got in contact with a good lawyer. | am going to organize the first
meeting.”

| still feel guilty for bothering Aden and his co-CEO, but Lynn doesn’t look like she
minds. As for Mateo, he looks incredibly happy. Both he and Sterling were very
vocally pleased that | decided to accept Aden’s help.

“1 think | could squeeze in Friday morning,” | tell her. “Or isthat too soon?’

“No, that should work. That way, you can kick everything off before the weekend.
Y ou are meeting Aden’s family, right?’

| groan. “Yes, | am so nervous.”

“Don’'t be,” Lynn says, in her usual dry manner. “He barely visits them anyway. Even
If you make the worst impression, it won't matter.”



“Oh, | am not nervous about them! They hurt my man. Asfar as| am concerned, they
can go fuck themselves,” | exclaim. “I am nervous | won't be able to stand up for
Aden. | haveto deliver!”

“1 don’t think Aden expects you to defend him,” Lynn points out.

“That doesn’t matter. | am going to be his shield for once!”

Lynn blinks at me. “Y ou have the weirdest sense of logic’—a sudden smile curls her
lips—“but | can kind of see how that clicks with Aden. He can be weird, too.”

“| takeit that’s a good thing?’

“Itis,” Lynn says. “He has been more his usual self since he met you. It's aimost like
the time when he built the company, and we started to work together.”

“Do you have some intel on the brothers?’ | ask.

“Why, you want to harass them?’

“Maybe alittle.”

Lynn smirks. “Well, Oliver is my ex. He isreally trying to get closer to Aden again.
He lacked a bit of backbone, though. Not sure if that's changed. Kayden was
extremely mean to Aden. | still remember when | met the family for the first time,
and thought, how much of an asshole he was. | ran into him a couple of years ago,

and he had changed, but | don’t think that really mattersto Aden.”

“But he wasn’t the one who...” | pause. | am not sure how much she knows, and | am
also not sureif it’s okay to talk about it in front of Mateo.



“1 will go and order us some food,” Mateo says before getting up and giving us some
privacy.

“Wow, the man can read the room,” Lynn says. “I am impressed!”

“He has always been very aware,” | point out, eager to talk well about Mateo, so that
he will hit it off with Lynn properly. “Plus, he definitely has a backbone.”

“1 figured,” Lynn says, smiling slightly. “So, you wanted to ask something about
Kayden?’

“l am not sureif it’s okay to talk about it,” | admit.

“Let me think... the worst they did to Aden.” She pauses. “There was plenty of
bullying and harassment. But | think the breaking point for Aden was when he got
busted for being gay.” She looks at me thoughtfully. “Y our lack of surprise shows me
you know that already.”

“But it wasn't Kayden, right?’ | ask.

“1 don’'t know. Could have been Martin. He is the second youngest after Aden, and he
really looked up to the older brothers. He might have outed Aden just to impress
them, but | can't tell for sure.” She hesitates. “Listen, this family can be very kind.
Aden’s mom, for example, is a sweetheart, and the brothers really grew and changed.
But Aden has a different reality. For him, that’s probably the pit of hell. Just promise
me you will be there for him.”

“1 told you already, | am there to have his back, not to kiss up to hisidiotic brothers.”

Lynn grins. “l had a feeling you would say that. Not one to shy away from a
challenge, huh?’
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“What can | say... | have learned how to kick annoying guys off me early on. | am
not scared of his brothers. | just want to be there for Aden.”

“You will befine,” she reassures me. “Thank you for doing thisfor him, Noel.”

| try not to show it, but her words really mean a lot to me. Aden is picky with his
friends, and he told me she is his only true friend, his best friend. | want her to like
me, but | want her to like me for me, not someone who puts on a show. Fortunately,
she seems to approve of the real me.

The only things helping me get through this awful work-filled week were my date
with him on Wednesday, which we spent at his place with him cooking for me,
because there is nothing this guy can't do, and my meeting with the lawyer.
Anticipating the meeting kept me on the edge of a nervous breakdown for days, until
the meeting actually happened, and it was so uneventful, even bordering on boring,
that it blew my mind. The man was friendly and polite, and just collected all the data,
plus told me what he would do, how he would go about it and what he needed from
me. He aso looked pretty pleased and confident, telling me it was a relatively easy
case for him to handle.

Talk about boosting my confidence and helping me regain some hope for my
situation.

Besides, there is also knowing | am seeing Aden for a whole weekend. It doesn’t
even matter that it’s with his family.

“Did you bring everything?’ Aden asks. “If not, | can lend you something.” He



pauses, angling for something in his pocket. “Oh, and | forgot this here.”

| blink when he hands me akey. “What' s that?’

“A key.”

“Yeah, | seethat.” | grin. “lI mean, what does it unlock?’

Aden looks at me, completely confused, before he gestures at his front door.

“Wait amoment?’ | blurt out. “This unlocks your house for me?’

“Yes, obviously. What else would | keep locked up and you'd need akey for?” Aden
puts his notebook into his bag, closing it safely, before grabbing two books. “You are
often working late, and sometimes your shift ends before | come home. | want you to

be able to come here and wait, if you want to.”

While Aden seemingly is about to move on from this conversation, | can barely grasp
it. “Aden...”

“Hm, anything wrong?’

“Thisisbig,” | mutter. “Thisisso big.”

“Listen, Noel.” He puts his books aside and takes my hand. “Y ou don’'t need to take it
if it'stoo much for you.”

“No, | want it! It'sjust... isn't it too soon? Should you trust me that much? | could do
God knows what when you are away and | am here.”

“Would you?’ he asks.



“Of course not!”

“Thenit'sfine,” he says. “Listen, | know we are going fast, but we did that from the
first moment on.”

“True,” | admit.

“1 want you to have this key, so you are safe. Y ou work two rather dangerous jobs in
a dangerous part of town, and live in an equally dangerous area. I'll just feel better to
know you are here, or that you at least know you have the option to come here. | am
not asking you to move in with me.” He pauses. “Yet. | just want you to know that
you are welcome anytime.”

| can't believe any of this. What is even happening? When | started dating Aden, |
was S0 insecure about this potential relationship. | wanted to go slow, yet not even a
couple of days later, he introduced me as his boyfriend, and | landed in bed with him.

And now he is handing me the key to his home.

A small voice in the back of my head keeps telling me it can’'t be true. That he is
mocking me or just doing this out of a mood, that a guy like him would never date
someone asworthlessas | am.

Y ou are worthless. | should never have had you.

At least make yourself useful.

| shake the thought off, thinking about what Lynn said to me, and how she reacted to
Aden and me dating. | think about our talk at the playground where he opened up to

me. He obvioudly has his own demons, and he jumped into this relationship just like |
did. It'sthe same risk for him.



“Thank you.” | carefully attach the key to my keychain. “I would give you a key to
my place in return, but | really don’t want you to hang out there.”
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Aden chuckles. “If | want to wait for you somewhere, | will visit the drag queen bar
you showed me.”

“That’sagreat deal!” | beam.

“So, are you ready?’ he asks. “We should get going. The drive takes us a couple of
hours.”

“1 am ready. Could you just lend me a second shirt? It was my roommate’s turn to do
the laundry, but he got drunk instead.”

“Yeah,” Aden frowns. “And see, that's exactly why | gave you the key. Do your
laundry here instead.” He walks off only to return a couple of minutes later with a
nice-looking shirt that’s probably too expensive for me to wear. But | decide to for
once not give a shit about it and just be thankful for his generosity.

“Aden, does your family know | am your sexy boyfriend?’

Aden smiles. “1 told Mom. The rest can figure it out themselves.”

My heart takes a leap of joy that he wants to officially introduce me to his mother.
Actually, he already did that, but now | am going to meet her in person. “So, no
hiding it?’

“No hiding it.”

twenty-one



*NOEL*

Aden was correct in saying that it's a long drive, but it's also fun to hang out with
him like that, especially because he gives me al the power over the radio.

“Can | redly play whatever | like?’ | ask.

“Of course. I’d love to know what you are interested in.”

“What do you like?’ | ask.

“1 am ahuge fan of classical music,” he admits.

“Somehow that fits.”

He smiles at my comment. “Maybe one day | will take you along to a concert and
show you what | like about that type of music.”

“I"d love to!” | beam. “It’s not my type of music usually, but | still want to know.” It
might sound cheesy, but | want to knowwhat he likes, | want to understand al the
little details that shape him into the person heis.

“Sodol,” hesays. “I want you to play whatever you like. | don’t know a thing about
any other type of music other than classical music.”

“Then | got you covered!” | make sure to connect it to my phone to play all my
favorite songs. | even sing along to some of them, just so happy that Aden is

interested in what | like.

“Y ou have abeautiful voice,” Aden points out.



“Now you are just being silly.” | grin. “You don’'t need to compliment me. | will let
you fuck me without you sweettalking me.” | pause. “Taking aboutwithout. Guess
what | got?’ | fumble with my phone until it opens the test results. Aden briefly
glances at my phone and smiles.

“1 got mine too. Just open the first drawer of my bag. It'sin there.”

“Then we can do it without a condom anytime!”

“Yes.” He smiles. “Next time | come, it will be inside you.”

| snort. “Good to know we are on the same page.”

Aden steers his car away from the highway and down a more deserted road, leading
us towards the small town his family livesin. “Back to the music... Why don’'t you
consider working in abar that offers karaoke or live music?’

| blink. “Would | need to be able to sing for that?’

“Not necessarily, but | guess it depends on the bar and what they expect you to do. If
they want you to motivate the customers to sing along or if they want you to

introduce an act, | guess it comes as an advantage if you are not a complete failure at
singing.”
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“1 have never thought about that.” | muse. “1 could talk to DeeDee.” | stop, thinking.
“Wait a moment! | could actually talk to DeeDee and ask if she can recommend a
place. I'd love to work at a drag queen bar! It could be fun.”

It's only when | say it that | realize | am actually considering changing my
workplace. Yes, | do earn well right now, because | work more hours than | should,
and because | work two jobs, but if my debt can truly be taken care of, | will be able
to actually pick ajob I like.

“Yes, exactly. And they probably pay better, and you would have the option to attend
some courses like you planned to.” He pauses. “What did the lawyer say? Y ou met

yesterday, right?’

“Hetook alook at everything and told meto leaveit to him,” | say. “Hethinks | have
agood chance.”

“Of course you have,” he points out. “It’s fraud. You are avictim.” He gazes at me.
“You look conflicted. Does it not make you happy that you can finally get rid of this
debt?’

“1 am happy, but | also feel guilty,” | admit. “ Does that make sense?’

“It does,” Aden says quietly. “I know the feeling.”

“It means going against my mom. But at the same time, it's... | just want to be free,
you know? | want to be free, so much!”



“Her mistakes are not your fault,” he says. “ She used you and took advantage of you,
and now it’'s time she pays for what she did. Listen, Noel, | know it’s hard, and |
know part of you might be hoping to get your mom back, but—"

“But it doesn't work like that,” | finish. “I know it. She has been gone for many
years. In fact, | only remember a very short time when she was truly amom. | need to
let go. | aso know | need to show some backbone finally. I... | might feel guilty, but
| can promise you that my wish for freedom is greater than my feeling of guilt,” |
admit. “I want anew start, anew beginning, and | am ready.”

| haven't had amom for many years.

I’ stime to face the truth and take charge of my life.

“You are much stronger than you think you are,” Aden says, much to my surprise.
“The way you lived your life up to now,how you took charge of it and broke out of
your toxic family. It showed alot of strength.”

“You think so?’ | let hiswords sink in. No one has ever told me | am strong, not even
Mateo or Ster. Or maybe they have, and it just didn't strike something in me.
Somehow, when Aden says it, it's like a warm blanket that protects me. His opinion
really mattersto me. | don’t know when it started to but | know it does.

“I wouldn’t say it if | didn’t mean it,” he says.

And that’ s exactly why his opinion matters to me. He is very kind and treats me well,
but he doesn’t toss around compliments. So, when he compliments me, it aways

means something.

Maybe | should take him at face value about his comment on my singing voice, too.



A bar with live music, huh? DeeDee surely could recommend me to someone. She
always hated where | work and has constantly told me to change jobs. | stick in these
jobs for the money, but now | might not need to do that anymore.

“Almost there.”

Aden successfully pulls me out of my thoughts, making my head snap up to check
our surroundings. “I didn’'t even realize we arrived! Felt shorter than it was.”

“| take that as a compliment,” Aden smiles. “Asin, you enjoy my company.”

“l1 do! We should do this more often.” | scrunch my nose. “Well, not visit your
hometown, but go on atrip.”

Aden looks surprised before a warm smile curls his lips. “I actually think that’'s a
great idea. Let's plan something for the next holiday. What's something you have
always wanted to do?’

“Go skiing,” | tell him. “1 never went skiing. Do you know how to?”’

“Yes, it's amost mandatory if you grow up in a village close to the mountains.” He
chuckles. “We can certainly do that.”

“You know what else would be great?’
“Tell me.”
“Well, just the two of us in a cottage by a lake or the ocean. Nothing touristy, but a

place where we could relax, just come down from the whole buzzing city, and have
plenty of sex.”



Aden looks thoughtful. “You mentioned that a while ago. Actualy, that sounds
exactly like something | need occasionally. | have always loved the calm of the water.
It inspires me.”

| don’t say anything, not sureif thisis something | am allowed to comment on or not.
| know that Aden is barely drawing anymore. | saw some of his work when | was
stalking his social media accounts, right before we started dating, and | wanted to
check on what | was getting into. | don’t know much about art, but | can tell that heis
very good. | wonder why he stopped.
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Not saying anything at all makes me look like an asshole, so | decide to be vague but
honest. “I like your art,” | say. “Granted, | only saw what’s in your gallery and what
Cedric posted to your social media. | can’t tell why, but it strikes something in me.”

“What does it strike in you?’ he asks.

Y eah, awesome, now that's a question | didn’t expect at all. “ Sometimes, you really
come off like a math teacher, you know?’

He chuckles. “What makes you say that?’

“Because you ask questions | don’t expect.”

“Lynn keeps saying the same. She thinks my brain iswired differently.”

Just like Sterling, | think to myself.

“What you said piqued my interest,” he adds.

“1 don’t know anything about art, but when | look at your drawings, it makes me feel
warm and sad at the same time. It makes me linger and look at it, over and over
again, because | am scared that | might miss something. | am not sure if | am
supposed to smileor cry.” | pause. “It’' sthe faces,” | add. “ The expressions. Y ou have
that one drawing of a man in the sun,and everything looks warm and joyful, but his

expression isn't.” | sigh. “Sorry, that's al | can say. | know | suck at voicing what |
feel or think.”



Adenissilent. “Isthistruly what you feel when you see my paintings?’

“Yes. And it’s not just me. Sterling is obsessed with your work. He really looks up to
you. And even Mateo, who isn’t too well-versed in this area either, isdrawn to it.”

“Thank you,” Aden says, much to my surprise.

His words make me blink in confusion. “What are you thanking me for?”

“1 think you reminded me of something important. | will need to think about this for a
while.” He takes a deep breath. “Well, we are here.”

He halts the car in front of a beautiful, three-story house, and for a while just sitsin
the car, staring at the house without moving an inch. | gently touch his hand. “You
know, we don’t have to do this. We don’'t have to stay. We are free to come and go as
we please. In fact, we could just turn around now and leave.”

Aden takes my hand, placing akissonit.

The tension in his whole body is so visible, it breaks my heart. | wonder how he felt
growing up here, and occasionally returning for his mom'’s sake. “Aden, | want you
to know | will have your back. And | will be on my best behavior. | know that’s not
my forte, but | will try to be.”

“Don’'t,” he says with a smile. “Don’t be on your best behavior. Be like you always

are.

“Isthat really okay?’

“I want you to be yourself,” he says, finally opening the car door. “Fuck my
brothers!”



“That’s the right sentiment,” | exclaim. “I am ready.”

“Thenlet’'sgo.”

Either his mom or one of his brothers must have seen us arrive, because we don’'t
need to knock at the door asit is ripped open. “Aden!” A woman in her sixties opens
the door, immediately wrapping her arms around Aden. “Y ou really came!”

“Of course | did, Mom. | promised you after all.” He clears his throat before
gesturing towards me. “Mom, meet—"

“Ah, you must be Noel!” she proclaims, before he can finish his sentence, and comes
closer to hug me. “I am so happy to meet you. It's the first time Aden has brought
someone home! | can barely believeit.”

She ushers usinside, her face full of joy. | am starting to understand why Aden feels
so torn. It must constantly weigh on his conscience not to visit his mom more often,
but at the same time, dread coming home and being reminded of his toxic household.

Aden and | take off our shoes and put our jackets into the wardrobe before following
his mom into the living room. There they are, his six brothers. | only recognize
Oliver, and Kayden from the picture Aden showed me. Two of the brothers have
dates with them, or at least that’s what | think the women next to them are, and one
brother is wearing a wedding ring.

| let my eyes wander around. So, which one is the douchebag who outed him? Who's
the fucker? Why did Aden refuse to tell me the names, and what exactly they did? |
only know Oliver is the oldest, and apparently, the least douchey one of them.
Kayden wasn’'t the one who outed him, but he must have been a mgor asshole,
judging by the emotional way Aden reacted during their phone call.



Lynn mentioned Martin and believes he might be the culprit. So, who is the spineless
douchebag named Martin?

WEell, it doesn’t matter who it was outed him; they were all terrible to him!
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The moment the guys spot us, they are on their feet immediately, hurrying to greet us.
They all introduce themselves to me, which means| finally know who Martin is.

“Aden, | can't believeit!” one of them calls out. “Oliver said you would be coming.”
“It'sclose to amiracle,” another one grins.
Y eah, shove your miracle somewhere else. How tone-deaf can someone be?

Oliver himself is holding back with his comments, just greeting Aden warmly. |
guess he actually is the most aware of them all.

Funnily, they are al very friendly, also to me, | have to give them that, but | can feel
Aden closing up next to me. It’s like his whole stance changes, his expression turns
stoic, the look in his eyes distances. It makes me redlize that alot of my anxiety about
him not opening up towards me was in my own head. Seeing him now is proof of it.
Heis so different with me.

“1 didn’t know Aden would bring afriend,” Kayden says.

“1 remember you, Noel,” Oliver says. “You were with his friends when | stumbled
over Aden inthebar.” He pauses. “We are very happy to have you.”

“l am Noedl,” | say.

“Aden’sfriend?’ Martin pushes.



“Morelike hisincredibly hot boyfriend,” | tell him before | can stop myself.

From the corner of my eye, | see how Aden’s lips twitch. Okay, good decision to hit
them with the truth immediately.

Oliver looks at us, stunned. “Wait... you are dating?’

“Yes” | say.

As if to underline my words, Aden puts his hand on the smal of my back.
“Obviously, we are,” Aden adds, before turning towards me. “Come, | will show you

around, Nodl.”

| can aimost feel the eyes of his family on my back when Aden leads me away. “We
are staying in the guestroom, right?’ | ask.

“Yes.” He leads me to the second floor and then to the end of the corridor, to the
room prepared for us, where we leave our bags. “It’'s only the two of us staying, and
Oliver. The others live close by. All but Francis and his wife, but they are going to

stay with an old school friend,” he explains. “I am sorry for all the tension.”

“It's fine, don’t worry,” | reassure him. “Actually, | am starting to think | will have
fun messing with them.”

Aden pulls me into his arms, burying his face in my hair. He doesn’'t say anything,
just keeps holding me. | return the gesture, wrapping my arms tightly around him.

twenty-two

*ADEN*



Ican’'t believe | dragged the person | love into my family mess. The whole way home
and up until Noel meeting my family, | was wondering if | was doing the right thing.
It's selfish of me to take Noel aong, | know that, yet | can’'t deny how much more
relaxed | feel with him next to me.

Usually, on the rare occasions | join a family get-together, | sit around feeling
awkward, like the outsider | have always been here. No matter how hard my mother
tries or how many questions my brothers ask, there is always something inside me
that recoils. An automatic tension, almost appearing immediately when they talk, as
though | am expecting the worst. When we were kids, and they asked something, they
would mock my answer at best, and downright bully me at worst.

| just can’t trust them or myself in this house.

Home is a weird concept. | know from Lynn and from old acquaintances how it's
supposed to feel. | have a vague idea of how | should feel when | come home, but
unfortunately for me, home doesn’t feel like much. It’s the house | grew up in, but
there is no lingering warmth, no comfort, nothing that makes me feel like | belong or
that makes me wish to return here. While my mom fills the place with love with her
presence, it only lasts as long as she stands next to me.

The only change this year is having Noel with me. It’s like the sun is shining on me,
giving me the energy and strength | need to get through this dinner without having to
shut myself in completely.

“How do you like the food?’ Mom asks Noel.

“It's fantastic,” he exclaims. “I am usually not too big on roasted duck, but this is
honestly one of the best things I’ ve ever had, Mrs. Randall.”

My mom’s face lights up with his obvious honest excitement. “Please, call me



Maggie, dear.”

Noel looks so happy that it warms my heart. “Thank you for being so welcoming,
Maggie,” he says.
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“See, your boyfriend obviously likes me,” Mom tells me joyfully. “Y ou need to bring
him along more often.”

“Maybe | should ask you to visit us and cook for us once in awhile,” | say, not ready
to promise her to visit more often.

“That would be fun,” Noel says. “ Though I like your cooking too.”
“You cook, Aden?’ Linda, Kayden’ s fiancée, asks.
“l amtrying to, at least,” | tell her.

“Don't be so modest,” Noel intervenes. “His cooking kicks ass. Must run in the
family.”

Linda and Francis wife exchange a look and burst into laughter. “It doesn’t,” Linda
grins. “Emily and | know fromexperience. Though from what I’ve heard, it seems
Oliver is doing okay-ish in the kitchen.”

“Francis can’t cook to save hislife,” Emily grins.

“But | help,” he says.

Emily smiles, kissing his cheek. “You do,” she says softly.

“Martin istrying, too,” Mom muses.



“Then it’s just you who picked up cooking skills?” Noel asks me. It's so obvious he's
using this chance to have a subtle dig at my brothers. It’s hilarious. “Must be great to
be agenius.”

“l am not agenius,” | chuckle.

“You totally are. The whole package, really.” His cheeks flush dightly, as if he only
just realizes what he said. “Well, it’strue,” he mutters more to himself than to anyone
else.

Obvioudly, Mom is head over heels for him. She has always been worried about me
never introducing anyone to her, and for barely sharing anything about my life. Now
she looks like she is bursting with joy. | guess from her perspective, | can understand
how she feels. She must be relieved to see how much Noel seemsto like me.

“Wait till you see Mom'’s dessert,” Kayden says. “She went completely overboard
thistime.”

“Of coursel did. It'srare that we are al together.”

| turn to Nodl. “Her desserts are fantastic.”

“We used to fight over the last pieces of her cakes al the time,” Martin adds. The
others discuss this a bit further, while | can’'t help but fall silent. There is not much |
can say about it. He is right, we always fought about dessert, though it was rather
them fighting and me not even daring to make ago for it. | never had any chance.

| wonder how lifeis for siblings who receive love from their older siblings. | get why
Martin saw me as arival, as we were closer in age, but Kayden is ten years older and
didn’t feel the urge to protect me much either.



Under the table, | can feel Noel’ s warm hand reaching out and resting on my knee.

Y es, bringing him along was the best idea I’ ve had in along time. That and deciding
to date him.

“Noel is asweetheart,” Mom says to me when Kayden and | help her with the dishes.
She sent the others off to do some other tasks. Only refusing help from Noel, Linda
and Emily.

“Heis,” | say.

“1t’ s obvious how much he loves you,” Kayden adds.

| stay silent at his words, but when Mom turns to me and smiles, | can't help but
return the smile. “Y ou are happy, aren’'t you?’

“Noel makes me happy,” | say honestly. “He brings so much warmth into my life.”
“How did you get to know each other?’

| don’t mind telling my mother, but | don't want to have al my brothers know so
many details about my private life. “Come and visit us,” | tell her. “And you will get

the whole story.”

“Then | will come for sure,” she beams. “Do you know when you have the next free
weekend?’
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“1 don’t have my schedule with me,” | admit. “But | will tell Lynn to give you a call
on Monday.”

My mom rolls her eyes, but then looks at me, amused. “To think | need to go through
a second person to set a date with one of my sonsis unbelievable.”

“You know how Adenis,” Kayden says.
My eyes snap towards him immediately. “What do you mean?’

For a moment, Kayden looks surprised, but then he smiles softly. “You and your
phone, dude. Y ou are not made for each other.”

| relax dlightly. “Ah, right.”

“You never have it with you,” Mom sighs dramatically.

“Send aletter next time,” | tell her.

Mom pouts while Kayden bursts into laughter. “Or a carrier pigeon,” he grins.
“1"d also accept a message through Morse code,” | add.

“You two are impossible,” Mom exclaims. “Grab the dessert, Kayden, and bring it to
the table. My God, you boys.”

Kayden grins while he follows her back to the dining room. It’s only when | follow



him that | realize | just joked with him. | didn’t notice. Now that | do, | am not sure
how to fed about it. Usualy, | jump to conclusons and expect the worst
immediately, like when Kayden commented on my phone, but for a split second, |
forgot to overthink my interaction with him.

|s this how things could be?

Well, technically, | understand that things could be like that, | am just not sure if |
truly want it. Suddenly, there is a stitch in my chest. Kayden laughed. He laughed
with me, but it's the same laugh he had when he laughed and mocked me for being

gay.

Everything Kayden says or does always strains my nerves. Like when he called mein
the middle of night, and Noel had stayed over for the first time. He was drunk and
begging me to come over, and then complained that | never want to see them.
Looking back at the talk now, it wasn’'t even anything dramatic; | just can’t help but
see theworst in him.

My gaze amost instinctively goes towards the table, hoping to see Noel there. My
anchor. But he doesn’t seem to be around.

“Linda, do you know where Noel went off to?’

“Oh,” she smiles. “He went outside onto the veranda to catch some fresh air.”

“Thank you.” Overall, she is a very kind woman. | am not sure how Kayden won
someone like her over, though, that might be unfair to think. Linda only knows the

person Kayden is today, not the one he was when he was a teen.

Difficult. Everything about this place is exhausting.



“1 am going to fetch him for dessert,” | tell Mom, before turning around and walking
through the living room to the veranda. The door there is leaning open, and | spot
Noel standing, his hands on the balustrade, while he looks at the starry sky.

“The night sky hereis particularly beautiful.”

The voice startles both Noel and me. Noel turns his head, his stance stiffening slightly
when he sees Oliver. The latter has two bottles of wine in his hand. He must have
fetched them from Mom'’s storage, a small shed with a heater where she keegps some
of her groceries.

“It’ s beautiful,” Nodl finally answers.

It might not be noticeable to many people, but | can pick up the strain in his voice. It
makes it even more important that he came here for me today, to help me. I'll bet this

IS an exhausting evening for him.

Shaking my head, | reach out towards the door. | don’t want to eavesdrop like a little
kid, that is, until Oliver’s voice stops my hand.

“You don’'t like me much, do you?’

Noel shrugs. “I don’'t know you. Just what Aden told me about you.”

“And that’ s nothing good,” Oliver adds.

“Would you?’ Noel asks. “Tell nice things about yourself? Would you tell me that
you were a great brother who protected his younger sibling?’
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Oliver issilent. “Probably not,” he admits.
Noel shrugs once more. “ There you haveit.”

“Some bridges are hard to rebuild,” he says quietly. “I know that. The others do too,
but | don’t think they are aware of how big the damage truly is.”

“But you are?’
“Yeah, | am.”
“1t took for your girlfriend to dump you to realize, though,” he points out.

Oliver flinches dlightly. “I knew it all along, which makes it so much worse. | was a
coward. When Lynn left me, it was finally the wake-up call | needed to truly make a
change. But | guess it was too late. Or is it?” He looks at Noel like he has all the
answers.

Noel pulls his hands away from the balustrade and puts them in his pocket. “I don’t
know. | am not Aden, so | can't answer that. But you are way too pushy in the wrong
way. And believe me, | know athing or two about being pushy.”

“How am | supposed to reconnect with him then?”’
“How about doing it hisway, or in away that’s not forcing him into doing something

he hates?’ he offers. “Thisisridiculous. Y ou are a functioning adult. Y ou must know
that you are just forcing all of this on him, to make him reconcile with you quickly,



probably to relieve your conscience. You need to do it for Aden, and not for
yourself.”

“You are saying | am being selfish.”

“l guess| am.”

Noel’ s words make me smile. Y eah, he can be merciless like that.

Oliver snorts. “Y ou are one of akind. So, what do you suggest?’

“1 don’t suggest anything. | am obviously on Aden’s side and always will be, but, at
least don’t push him. You keep calling him and pushing him to meet you, while that
Is nothing he likes todo. Why don’t you just start with, | don’t know, talk? Through
messages or emails.”

“He barely answers.”

“Yeah, because you aways want him to come home or meet one of you. Of course,
he doesn’t answer. Just ask him how heis or what heisup to. Normal small talk.”

“Like strangers,” Oliver mutters.

“Yes, like strangers, and go from there.”

From the dining room, | can hear voices that seem to approach. Yeah, | should
probably make sure | am not caught listening to my boyfriend and brother. Besides, |

have eavesdropped way too long anyway.

Taking a couple of short breaths, | step back slightly before approaching the veranda
door again. | make some loud walking sounds, opening the door asif | just arrived.



“Oh, Aden,” Oliver mutters.

“What are you doing here?’ | ask. “Mom is waiting with the dessert.”

“Oh fuck, right!” Oliver exclaims. “I am going!”

| nod, waiting for him to leave so that Noel and | can have a moment together. Noel
keeps looking at me, his body tensing slightly. “Y ou heard us, didn’t you?”’

“l am sorry, | was looking for you and couldn’t help but listen.”

| can see how panic crosses his features. “1 overstepped, didn’t 1?7’

For a moment, | can only look at him, scanning his deep eyes, which hold so many
emotions, and his lips, which are quivering right now. He is proud, strong, and
confident, while also vulnerable and insecure. Yet, he so openly told Oliver his

opinion. No one ever did that for me before. “1 love you.”

“What...” Noel’s mouth drops open before his cheeks flush a beautiful pink. “Do
you... Do you redly mean it?’

“Yes, | love you. | have known for awhile, but seeing you stand up for me just made
me realize | need to tell you.”
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“l am so glad you said it! Because | love you too! | mean, obviously, | already said it
once.” Noedl basicaly jumps into my arms. “And you are not mad that | gave your
brother attitude?’

| take his face between my hands, brushing over his cheeks with my thumbs. “Why
would 1? 'Y ou were amazing. Thank you for having my back, Noel.”

twenty-three

*NOEL*

“Okay, you were right, your mom’s desserts are amazing.” | smack the pillow to
soften it up a little before putting it back onto the bed. | am positively surprised that
his mom lets us sleep in a room, together. | thought maybe she would hesitate
because her son introduced a boyfriend and not a girlfriend.

But she honestly doesn’t seem to care about my gender.

“1 believe her ability to whip up the perfect cake was how she kept six boys under
control,” Aden says. “Thomas and Kayden were both on their high school’s football
team, and Martin did track & field. Actually, they all did sports. They can eat aton.”
“You were the only artist in your family,” | analyze. He must have felt so aone here.
| can only imagine how his brothers bullied him for not being into sport, like they

were.

“Like my dad,” he explains. “I was lucky, he really supported me.”



“He must have been a great person.”

Aden opens his wallet and takes out a picture, showing it to me. It'sasif | am looking
into Aden’s face, just an older version of it. “You realy look a lot like him!” |
exclaim.

“| hear that alot.”

Aden’'s expression is fond and sad at the same time. | can’'t help but wrap my arms
around him. While I do know how it feels to lose a parent, | don’t know the feeling of
losing someone you love. My own father was a deadbeat, at best, and an abusive drug

addict, at worst. It's not comparable to Aden losing a loving parent.

“I miss him alot,” Aden admits. He draws back a little to look at me. “I wish you
could have met him.”

“l do too,” | say. “I redlly like your mom, and | am sure your dad was a great man,
too. His son turned out very well after all.”

Aden takes my face between his hands like he did before on the veranda. It’s such an
intimate gesture, one that sends butterflies through my stomach.

“Sorry, | probably ruined the mood, didn’'t 1?7’ he asks

“The mood for what?’ | ask, wiggling my brows. “Did you have any plans?’

Aden looks amused. “| can’'t say for certain that | did.”

Does he mean it? Well, we are at his mom'’ s house, so it would be awkward.

“Of course, | had plans,” Aden says. “Don’'t make it so easy to tease you.”



“Is this room soundproofed?’

“Not really,” Aden says, leaning forward. His lips are almost touching my ear,
sending goosebumps down my arms. “| guess you will need to try to be quiet.”

The freak in the sheets makes a return, huh? Oh, | love how he can shift from proper
and calm, to | will fuck your brains out, within seconds. But today | have plans too.
Putting my hand on his chest, | push him back until his legs hit the bed frame.

My fingers open his belt, pulling it out of its loops, before unbuttoning his pants.
Now it's my turn to give back a little. Aden’s gaze is pinned on me, his eyes dark,
spurring me on even further. “Noel,” he says, his fingers driving through my hair.
“Undress for me.”

The look in his eyes is so intense that it makes a shiver run down my spine. Fuck,
even now, when | want to be the one to lead and tease him, it looks like he is in
control.

And | am so fucking there for it.

| take off my clothes in record time, before getting down on my knees again. Aden
helps me by pushing down his own pants and underwear, then his hand is back on my
head. | expect him to grab me and push me forward, but instead his fingers move
towards my face and to my lips, forcing them to open. | let my tongue dart out,
licking and sucking at hisfingers.

“You look so hot when you are doing that,” Aden mutters. “I wonder how you will
look sucking my dick.”

“Even hotter,” | dare him.



Page 71

Source Creation Date: July 9, 2025, 7:33 am

Aden smirks. His free hand tightens its grip at the back of my head, before he pulls
his fingers out of my mouth, replacing it with his dick. | take him all in one go, until
he ailmost hits the back of my throat.

“Fuck!” Aden curses.

Y es! Thiswas the reaction | was hoping for. | press my tongue against the shaft of his
dick, keeping my lips sealed tightly around it, while hollowing my cheeks. Aden
groans. | let his cock dlip out of my mouth before targeting its tip, licking it with the
tip of my tongue before using my whole tongue again. Wrapping my lips around his
tip again, | take his cock in, moving my head.With each move, | take more of him in
my mouth. When | look up at Aden, | can see his eyes pinned to me. The way he
looks at me makes my own cock harden so much, | need to fight the urge to touch
myself. | was never too keen on giving blow jobs, but fuck, doing it for Aden just
feels different.

To distract from my own erection, | move my hand to his balls, squeezing them
gently.

“Noel,” Aden groans. “I am going to come.”
| flash him an innocent gaze that’ s supposed to say ‘And?

“If you want me to come inside you tonight, this is the moment to stop,” Aden
smirks. “Not that | mind coming into your pretty mouth.”

| give hisdick one last suck, before letting it slip out of my mouth. “I want you inside



me.

Aden pulls me up on my feet, keeping me upright when they buckle slightly. Fuck!
Being on my knees for along time really isn’'t too comfortable. | forget all about it,
though, when he smashes his lips against mine. A moment later, | find my back on
the bed, with Aden’s dlick fingers between my ass cheeks, probing my hole before
pushing a finger inside me. He hasn't even bothered to take off his sweater, and
something about that isjust turning me on so much.

| don’t need much preparation. We' ve been sleeping with each other pretty regularly,
and | have gotten accustomed to his size. Despite this, | still love it when he angles
his fingers and finds my prostate.

“Aden,” | moan, gripping some strands of his hair. “I want you inside me! Aden!”
“Quiet,” Aden grins. “Or someone will hear us.”

“Likel give afuck now,” | groan.

Aden pulls his fingers out of me, grabs my legs, and puts them on his shoulders.
Fuck, yeah, | will feel him so deep inside me like that. He enters me in one go,
capturing my lips with a kissbefore | can scream his name. | grip the bed frame for
balance while Aden thrusts into me, doubling me over with every thrust. He is so
deep inside me, it makes my head spin, but | just want more.

“More,” | beg. “Aden, harder!”

“Damn it,” Aden curses. “Oliver will have to get over it.”

With that, he givesin to my demands, thrusting into me fast, making it impossible for
me to keep my moans quiet. When Aden wraps his hand around my cock, brushing



his thumb over my tip, | can’t help but tremble. My walls around his cock clench up,
making him groan. “Y ou are so unbelievably hot, Noel. | love you.”

No one has ever said that to me before him. Hearing it in bed hits differently, though.
It makes my walls break down. Letting go of the bedrest, | cling to Aden instead. “I
am coming,” | moan.

“Good,” he mutters, moving hislipsto my collarbone and sucking at it.

| feel my body tensing up, and my toes curl while my body finds its release. | try not
to make too much noise, boring my nails into Aden’s shoulder instead and biting
down on my lips. My body still shiverswhen | feel Aden’s hot seed fill me up.

| have never had a guy come inside me, and feeling how Aden’s hot seed fills me
up... just hits differently. It’ s like he is marking me as his completely.

We lay there, both panting, before Aden kisses my forehead and gently pulls out of
me. He cups my cheek with his hand. “That was amazing.”

“We are aways amazing,” | mutter.

“We are quite compatible, it seems.” He smiles. “Wait here, | will clean you up.”

| am relieved | don’t have to wobble through the corridor to the bathroom and instead
have him deal with everything. Aden is only gone for a couple of minutes. When he
returns, he iswearing a bathrobe and holds a wet washcloth. | close my eyes, letting
him clean me up the way he wants. Something about this makes me feel so warm and
loved.

For awhile, | just doze off in Aden’s arms afterwards. Something he said before still
lingers with me, about how compatible we are. | turn my head, pressing my cheek



against his chest. “Isn’'t it funny how well we click?’

“Like | said, we definitely are compatible,” Aden says.

“Aren’t you surprised about that?’

“I don’t know,” he muses. “When | met you for the first time, on our first date, when
you had me come to your awful bar—"

| scrunch my nose. “Sorry for that.”
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“Don’t worry. | didn’t mention it for you to apologize, but | feel asif that evening |
got to know some important parts of you. We might not be similar to each other, but
our personalities don’t clash either.”

“Y ou think we complement each other?’

“l guess that’swhat | am getting at. | don’t think | would have clicked that well with
someone who had been the complete opposite of me. And | definitely wouldn't want
to be with someone who would be exactly like me either.”

| think his words through and heisright. At first glance, we might not share alot, but
essentially, there are a lot of connections we have. Similar values, similar dreams,
similar expectations. From the outside, Aden looks like atypical CEO, but inside, he
has never stopped being an artist. | don't think | would have fallen for an actual
businessman.

Thinking about his job makes my thoughts run to my own problems. “ Aden?’

“Yes

“After our talk in the car today, | have decided to get a new job,” | tell him. “Now
that you set me up with that lawyer, | feellike it’s time to take back control of my life.
| was thinking about asking DeeDee for help.”

Hisface lights up. “That’s a fantastic idea.”

“You really think so?’



“Yes, go and take back your life in whatever way you want to!”

“l guess | will.” | turn onto my back. “Say, do we have any plans for this week?’

“I’ll have a rather calm week,” Aden says. “And was thinking about decluttering my
attic. It's something | have postponed for years. It'stimeto let go.”

| eye him curiously, wondering what exactly he is talking about. It certainly sounds
like it’s something positive, but | don’t want to stir old wounds too much. So, instead
of asking him, | decide to wait for him to come to me when he is ready to talk. “I can
help,” | offer instead.

To my surprise, Aden’s eyes light up at my suggestion. “That would be great! | was
thinking about asking Lynn for help, too. But with you around, | am probably more
motivated to do it.”

“Then it’s set! When do you plan on doing it?’

“Thursday and Friday evening.”

“Good, | will make that work.”

twenty-four

*NOEL*

“Don’'t you worry.” Mr. Pierce, the lawyer Aden recommends, shaking my hand. He
is an older man, serious and dignified, looking exactly like | would have envisioned a

seasoned lawyer. “We'll have this dealt with in no time.”

“Really? | thought it would take months or maybe even ayear, or more,” | admit.



Mr. Pierce nods thoughtfully. “Normally, it does, mainly because such a case doesn’t
have a high priority, but | am pushing for it to happen. | have already sent the first
letters out. Your mother should have been informed also. At the end of the week, |
will have an appointment at court.”

“Do you need me to come?’

“No, it's just the lawyers and a judge,” he says. “Y ou are not suing anyone, and you
don’t need to be there as awitness. | am your representative.”

“What if my mother decidesto sue?’

“We'll seeif shetruly doesit. She'll need money for it. Does she have money?’

| shake my head. “ Sheis an alcoholic. Sheisbarely making it.”

Mr. Pierce looks at me warmly. “ She doesn’t have a case. Y ou can rest assured about
this. | will get you out of this.”

| feel relieved at his calm confidence. “Thank you.”

It strikes me once again that without Aden’s help, this wouldn’'t have been possible.
Or maybe it would have, with a pro bono lawyer or someone who costs less. Maybe |
could have achieved this with Mateo’s and Sterling’'s help, but | never found the
courage.
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Maybe that was the real problem.
| wasn’t ready to face my mother.

| know, however, that it’s only thanks to Aden that | am able to deal with thisissue so
quickly. It was something that was like a sword of Damocles hanging over me, a
constant threat, a constant sorrow that made me almost give up myself and all my
dreams for the future.

Part of me believed | deserved it for all the bad things | did as a teen. But now, | just
want to break free.

All pumped and ready to tackle my life, | decide to meet DeeDee next and talk about
ajob. | take Mateo with me for emotional backup and meet him at DeeDee’ s favorite
Italian restaurant. As usual, DeeDee is late, so Mateo and | sit down and order
something to drink.

“Thank you, Mateo, | know you are probably busy.”

“What are you talking about? Never too busy for one of my friends.” He pats my
head. “ Sterlone wanted to come too, but he has to finish a painting.”

“Right!” 1 beam. “Aden mentioned there will be a new exhibition in a couple of
weeks.”

“It'sabig thing,” Mateo says. “Aden wants Sterling to show a couple of his drawings
this time around, and be there on the day of the exhibit, to talk to potential customers



and explain hisart. Thisis a huge chance.”

“He' d better work his ass off,” | say, my heart taking aleap of joy. “Things are really
looking up for al of us, huh?’

“Looks likeit,” Mateo grins. “For the first time ever.”

“How are things going with Lynn?’

“Sheisso cool.” He beams. “We are going slow and haven’t put a label on us yet, but
thereisno way | will just let her go, now that | know how fucking awesome sheis.”

He must have totally clicked with her. “I am happy for you,” | say. “Y ou deserve it.
And from what | have heard, Lynn deservesit too.”

Aden hinted to me that Lynn was disappointed by the men she dated. She is a
powerhouse, strong, capable, and wealthy. However, | know that Mateo won't give a
shit about any of that. He is just not an insecure person, not about that at least.
Instead, he would be proud of her and what she accomplished.

“And you are truly ready to finally quit those shitty jobs of yours?’ Mateo interrupts
my train of thought.

“Yes, | amready.”

“Findly,” Mateo exclaims, “you are seeing reason!”

“You makeit sound like | am utterly unreasonable.”

“You are stubborn,” Mateo says. “You wouldn't even accept Sterling and my help
whenever we offered. | am just glad that Aden got through to you.”



| allow his words to sink in. My first instinct is to lash out at him for suggesting |
needed Aden to get my ass up, but the more reasonable part inside me knows that
Mateo and Sterling have just been concerned... for ages. “| wasn't ready, Mateo,” |
admit.“ 1t wasn’t so much that it was you and Ster offering help, and me being overly
prideful. It's... | wasn’t ready to let go of the guilt.” | pause. “Aden made me realize
that | deserve more from life and that it's okay to be selfish and reclaim my life. |
probably worried you both alot, and | am sorry.”

“Don’'t apologize,” he mutters, looking flustered. “We are best friends. Obviously,
we'll have your back whenever you need it. We would have continued pushing you
for as long as you needed it. You are a good guy, Noel. You are allowed to be

happy.”

Y ou are allowed to be happy.

Can | honestly allow myself to be happy?

“One step at atime,” Mateo says as if he just read my thoughts. “We are starting with
quitting your job.”

“1 could not believe it when | heard it!” | hear DeeDeg' s voice right behind me. She
pats Mateo’s shoulder before pulling me into a hug and smooching the top of my
head. When she lets go, she tosses three folders towards me. “These are al friends,”
she tells me. “One is a bar that shows live bands, one is another drag queen bar, and
the third isjust anormal bar, but a small fancy one. All of them are hiring.”

| feedl my chest squeeze dightly. It's getting real. And somehow, the thought is
terrifying me. What if | fail? What if, despite all the help | am getting, | won’t be able

to deliver? | will disappoint them all.

You are such afailure.



Disappointment...

...useless...
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“ Sebastian, the owner of the fancy bar, would hire you in a heartbeat,” DeeDee blabs.
“He came with me once, to that shady shithole you work at currently, and saw you
working. Said with your skills and looks, you belong somewhere else.”

Her words chase my oncoming anxiety attack away, at least momentarily so.
“Really?’

“Yes, he wants to see you as soon as you can. As for the other two, they are both
interested and are hiring.”

“Why don’t you give Sebastian a call right now?’ Mateo says.

“What, now?’

“Sure, why not?’

He looks at me with a smile that seems like he just made a spontaneous suggestion.
But I know him too well to buy it, or rather, | know that he knows me too well. Heis

well aware | am about to chicken out.

“Mateo isright,” DeeDee muses. “ Sebastian hasn’t opened the bar yet, but he’ll bein
the office.”

| want to chicken out, | honestly want to. | just want to grab my things and run.

Run... run... run...



Are you going to run from me again?

| don’t know why | think of Aden all of a sudden. He is not part of this conversation.
| wouldn’t even be running from him if | jumped up and left now, but somehow his
words are ringing in my ears. Are you going to run from me?

How long do | want to run?

“Go get them!” Mateo exclaims in relief when | type Sebastian’s number into my
phone and dial it.

| called all three of them. The drag queen bar, unfortunately, had already hired
someone today, but the other two both wanted to see me as soon as possible. With my
newfound courage, | decide to tackle thisimmediately.

The bar with the live music looks amazing. It’s quite big and clearly made for holding
smaller concerts. It’s busy with lots ofyoung people visiting. The team look nice, and
the owner is part of the whole concert scene.

As for the fancy bar, which DeeDee’s friend Sebastian owns, it is nothing like |
expected. It's a small place, very high-end. The customers mainly range from thirty
years upwards. They serve all kinds of drinks, but mostly the typical classics. On top
of that, the bar isalso LGBTQ friendly, and very openly so.

“We have patrons who have been coming here for years,” Sebastian tells me. “The
location helps, as we are very close to two business districts. After work hours on
weekdays can be busier than actual weekends.”

“1 can cope well with that,” | reassure him.

“I figured. | saw where you worked,” he says.



“1 know it wasn't a particularly good place,” | tell him. “But | have gained plenty of
experience there, especially with stressful situations.”

“DeeDee recommended you,” he says. “And | know she doesn’'t recommend just
anyone as trustworthy. Would you mind telling me a bit about yourself?’

| do mind, actually, but | also understand why he wants to know more about me. He
is about to hire someone with a shady background after al. | could hide it, | guess,
but at the same time | don’'t want my past, or rather my family’s past, coming back
and biting me in the ass later, so | don’t hold back. | tell him about my parents’ debt
and how | struggled because of it, but how | am trying to reclam my life.

“1 know thisis al abit problematic,” | tell him. “And | understand thisis a high-end
bar. | won't lie, my mother still is a problem. But | have strategies to handle her.
However, | understand how | would be too risky for you to hire.”

Sebastian looks at me, before an amused smile stretches hislips. “Yeah, | can seeit.”
When | look at him, confused, he just chuckles. “Why DeeDee likes you so much.”
He pauses. “Yes, itisarisk,” he finally says. “It's dways a risk to hire someone like
you, but it also comes with the advantage of knowing you will be able to handle a
tough crowd, on the rare occasion things get rough. Y ou probably know the signs of
someone getting too drunk, and can step in, and you probably know how to kick
someone out of abar if they misbehave.”

“Yes,” | admit, feeling a bit flustered. “1 am not so sure if al of thisis good to know,
but | do.”

“We have a bouncer,” he tells me. “So, your mother certainly won't be a problem to
my place. Asfor you, | trust you to handle her yourself.” He pauses. “Thank you for
your honesty. Not many people are.”



| guess| at least get some points for this.

“Y ou can mix the usual cocktails?’ he continues to ask.

“Yes. | can mix al the classics and some more.”
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“How come? From your previous job?’

“Partly. They served the usua drinks. But | like mixing cocktails, and | usually
practice alot at home.”

“What about wine?’

“l am not a connoisseur,” | tell him. “But | know more than just the basics about
wine, and | usually know what to recommend if someone asks.”

“If | sent you to an actual course to become a sommelier, would you be willing to do
that?’

“1 would love to,” | admit, trying not to sound too excited. A job that gives me the
possibility to educate myself a bit more just sounds awesome.

“What about preparing some edibles? Are you able to whip up some smaller snacks?’

“1 didn’t need to do that in the bar | worked at,” | tell him honestly. “But at the club,
we sometimes offered food options. | am afast learner as well.”

Sebastian smiles. He looks like heisin his fifties. A quiet, composed gentleman who
looks exactly like I’ d have imagined an owner of such abar.

“1 am looking for a full-time worker,” he tells me. “The bar is getting too big for me
to handle alone, and I'd need someone to help me with the paperwork, too. | only
have two part-time bartenders coming in, but they only work a couple of hours a



week, and it’ s just not enough.”

My mouth almost drops open. A full-time employment?

“Would this be something you can see yourself doing?’

“Absolutely,” | say, sudden excitement filling me. | would have never applied to a
job in such a bar if it weren't for DeeDee. | just never saw myself in such a fancy

place.

“We aso have some artists frequenting us,” he explains. “Would you be able to hold
a conversation with them?’

My eyes light up at that. “My best friend is an artist,” | tell him. “And my boyfriend,
too. | am also pretty used to chatting about just anything from my previous job.”

Sebastian doesn't seem to mind me mentioning that | am gay, he even nods
contentedly. “I am not going to lie, No€l. You are pretty young. For the office work,
I’d have preferred someone with more experience, but | need a young co-worker to
mingle well with the younger crowd. Y ou look like you would be able to get along
with some of our patrons.” He eyes me thoughtfully. “Would you mind working an
hour or two just to see how you hold up?’

“Absolutely! | would loveto giveit ashot.”

“When would you be free to do so?’

“l can take over ashift today,” | tell him. “That is, if you even need anyone today.”

He raises his brows. “Actually, today would be perfect. It's going to be a busy
evening. Are you sure thisis not going to be too much for you?’



| feel like this is the moment | need to be bold and confident, so | just nod. “I am
sure.”

He is going to test me to see how | cope. Hah, | am used to sleazy guys trying to
grope my ass. | am pretty sure | can handle any crowd. | give Aden abrief call to tell
him | am going to be home later, before letting Sebastian show me around and tell me
the basics. | won't need to do anything difficult tonight. Just mix some of the more
basic drinks and get orders.

He was right when he said it would be busy. The longer the evening goes on, the
more patrons drop by, but as he said, the crowd is well-behaved and overall quieter.
They are here to unwind from along day at work, not to party, though | can see some
subtle flirting here and there too. | have never been shy, so improvising and making
small talk come easily to me in such situations. Maybe a couple of months ago, |
would have still been insecure to actualy take it up with this rather elegant crowd,
but it seems like being with Aden has prepared me for such a task. One of the
regulars is even an art collector, and | manage to strike up a conversation with him
about an exhibition he is going to visit soon.

At the end of the shift, | know | aced it. And | also know that | love the place. It's not
the loud, buzzing place | originaly wanted to work at when | decided to search for a
new job. It"s more quiet, but | enjoy that it’s not asloud as | am used to.

And the prospect of being able to actually learn more about this craft just makes it
even better.

Sebastian shows me how to do the paperwork at the end of my shift and how to lock
everything up. “Everything else can wait for later,” he tells me. “1 will properly show
you everything once you start working here, especialy the office work. | won't leave
you al on your own at the beginning, don't worry. As for the sommelier course, |
want you to work for two to three months first, but will sign you up for one then.” A



smile lights up hisface. “Well, Noel, | had high expectations, but you just exceeded
them. If you want to, you can start here on Monday. | know you are a young man, |
sincerely hope you don'’t find this place too boring, because as for me, | can see you
working here.”

Something in my chest amost explodes with joy. This is the first actual job | am
going to do, which | truly want. Sure, | never dreamed of becoming a bartender, but |
guite liked the work even in the shady bar. But my previous work was just a means to
an end, to pay off a debt that wasn’t mine.

But today, | am actually able to choose.

And | want to work here!

“Not boring at all,” | profess. “I had so much fun today.”
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Sebastian looks amused again. “Y our excitement is contagious. You are realy made
for thistype of job. S0, isthat ayes?”’

“1 would love to work here. | would just like to go through the contract first,” | say.
“Thank you so much, Mr—"

“Sebastian,” he interrupts me before | can address him formally. “Let’s stick with our
first names.”

“Thank you, Sebastian.” | shake his hand. “I won’t disappoint you.”

twenty-five

*NOEL*

ljust can't believe it. | can’'t fucking believe it. | went through the details of my
contract with Sebastian. To my relief, DeeDee actually joined us-l have an inkling
that she and Sebastian might be more than just friends, but hey, | am not one to pry. |

am just glad sheisthere to keep an eye on me for setting up my work contract.

Sebastian signs it and hands it to me. “Take it home with you,” he says. “I am sure
you want to give it a second glance.”

“Thank you, yes, | want to look through it properly,” | answer honestly.

“If you are content with it, bring it along on Monday. If not, give me a call at the
weekend so we can discussit in more detail. | know thisisall on atight schedule.”



“That’sfine,” | reassure him. “I will write you a message on Saturday either way.”
“That’s even better.” Sebastian laughs. “Then | hope to see you on Monday.”

With that, | leave the place, amost skipping along. | decide to get all the necessary
things done first, namely, quitting my other two jobs. The downside of working at
such sleazy jobs isthat basically, my rights as an employee are not exactly covered. It

means | can get kicked out anytime. The plus sideisthat | can aso quit anytime.

The club owner doesn’t even give a shit about me quitting, but the owner of the bar
isn’t too happy, much to my surprise.

Once done, | make my way to Aden’'s place, finally giving him a call. “Aden!” |
amost yell into the phone with joy when he picks up. “I have ajob! | got the job in
that bar.”

“The one DeeDee recommended?’ he asks.

“YeS! ”

“Congratulations, Noel! That's a really good place! | go there sometimes too.” | can
almost hear the smirk in his voice. “I will make sure to frequent it more often from
now on, to see my hot boyfriend at work.”

“Toyour service,” | chuckle. “Can | still drop by your place now?’

“1 told you, you can come whenever you want. That's what | gave you the key for.
No need to ask beforehand.”

His faith in me makes it hard to breathe for a moment. When did someone ever...



“Then I’ll come.”

“Do you need me to pick you up somewhere?’

“No, | should be fine.”

“1f you change your mind, call me,” he says.

“Thanks.” | pause. “Say, would you look through my contract with me? DeeDee was
there when the owner set it up, but | want someone with experience to look at it.”

“Of course. We can look at it together later.”

“Isn’t it too late?”’

“We are both free tomorrow,” he saysin his usual calm manner. “1 can take alook at
your contract, send it to Lynn and then fuck you senseless.”

| should be used to the way he can be crude at times, but fuck, he gets me every time.
“1 can’t believe you still manage to surprise me with what you say!”
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“You are surprised I’ d help you with your contract?’

“No”—I glance around to check if anyoneis following me. The last thing | need isto
have someone listen in now—*1 meant the other part.”

“Oh, you meant that | want to look at the contract before | fuck you? We can reverse
the order of events, if you prefer that.”

| frown. “You are totally making fun of me now, aren’t you?’
He chuckles. “ Do you want to know how I’ d like to do you tonight?”’

The smart thing would be to tell him to surprise me at home, but | was never known
to be smart, so fuck it. “How?’

“1 want you naked the moment you step through the front door. | want to bend you
over the dining table with your eyes right on the painting of you. | don’t have a mirror
big enough, yet, but | want to fuck you while you look at yourself.”

“A mirror...” | mutter.

“Just imagine you could see how | enter you from behind,” he continues. “ The face
you’' d make, your pretty mouth open and gasping for air.”

| wonder what kind of expression he would make then.

“I hate you!” | huff.



“Why, are you getting hard for me already?’

“Y es, you asshole!”

“Ah, that potty mouth of yours. | expect you to put it to good use later,” Aden
chuckles. “Then hurry home, and don’t let your boyfriend wait any longer.”

| glare at my phone, not sure if | want to run to Aden’s place to strangle him or run
there to jump his bones. For a moment, | imagine how he would bend me over the
table and fuck me. Well, jump his bones, it is. It will probably prove to be more fun
than sulking.

Still, | need to find a way to pay him back. He definitely made sure to rile me up and
give me that boner on purpose.

Fortunately, Ster pulls me out of my predicament by calling to ask me about the new
job. It's way past midnight already, but it's Ster, and | am used to him calling during
ungodly hours. The guy tends to get lost in his art at times. | don't think he always
notices how late it actualy is, once he is done with his work and ready to interact
with friends and family. The only exception is Roxana.

There was atime when | used to be annoyed by how much of an airhead he could be.
But we all have our shortcomings. Ster is always truly interested in what the people
close to him are doing and how they feel, and that’s more important than being upset

at being called at 1 am.

Besides, it's exactly the distraction | need to forget about what Aden just promised
me.

“Mateo told me everything,” Ster saysinstead of ahello. “1 am happy for you, Noel.”



“Eh, Mateo doesn’'t know | got the job. | was on my first shift to see how I'd cope,” |
tell him. “Then | quit at my other two places and called Aden.”

“1 knew you would get the job,” Ster says simply. “No need to verify it.”

“You are such aweirdo,” | exclaim. “Why would you think that?’

“Because you are better than you give yourself credit for,” he says. “Of course, they
would want you. | bet the other bar you introduced yourself to today will want to hire
you, too. You are extremely quick on the uptake, like to work at late hours, are a
diligent worker, extroverted, and good at risk assessment and management,” he says.
“Plus, you are a handsome guy. Y ou are a bar owner’s wet dream.”

“Way to make that sound weird.”

“Butit'strue.”

“Really?’ | ask. “l never saw it like that.”

“Yeah, | know, Mateo knows too,” Ster says. “I am glad you are finally starting to see
your own worth. And reclaiming your life, getting rid of that debt and al that.”

“Took me awhile,” | mutter.
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“l get why,” Ster says quietly. “I get it, Nodl. It's hard enough to let go of toxic
friends, but family is a whole different issue. You don’t need to be embarrassed or
ashamed,” he adds. “And you don’'t need to feel guilty.”

| swallow thickly. Sterling is not one for big words, and he usually doesn’t talk much
at all, but when he says something, | always know he meansiit.

“I am terrified,” | admit.

“l know,” he says. “But you are still doing it and taking charge of your life. You are
doing all of it despite your anxiety. That’'s the only way you will be able to do things:
accept your anxiety aswhat it is, and take the challenges of life despite that. Like you
did when you entered a relationship with Aden. You are much stronger than you
believe you are.”

“Aden said the same.”

“Aden is an incredibly smart man,” Ster says. “But that’s not all there is to him. He
sees the world in a unique way, through a lens only he owns.”

“Likeyoudo,” | say with asmile. “At heart, heisand will always be an artist.”
Ster chuckles. “Y eah, we are a specia species.”
“l am just scared the other shoe will drop eventually,” | say.

“Things can't remain perfect,” Ster says. “The other shoe will aways drop



eventually. You just need to figure out what you will do once it happens and how to
deal with it. That's how life is. It's an up and down, and there are things you can’t
influence, so the more important it is to take charge of the things youcaninfluence.”

“Now you amost sounded like afortune cookie,” | mutter.

“Whatever. You know | amright.”

“l guessyou are.”

“Now, go and meet your boyfriend,” Ster says. “You were on the way to meet him
anyway.”

Not justmeethim. | grin to myself when | hang up the phone. Who am | even kidding?
| just love Aden’s attention and his desire for me. It’s obviously not my style to play
hard to get. The moment | am home | want to ride his dick, or better yet, have him
fulfil his promise.

The subway brings me close to Aden’s place, but usually I’d need to take the bus for
the last couple of stops. Obvioudly, it was impossible to catch the last one. It's way
too late aready. | could bother Aden with picking me up, but tonight | actually enjoy
the walk. Maybe, once everything is settled with my debt, | will buy myself a small,
used car, or maybe a bike.

| don’t know yet.

Behind me, | hear some rustling, amost like footsteps. Turning around, | just look
into the darkness of the night. Is someone following me? Not too far in the distance, |
spot agroup of young students, chatting and laughing with each other. Well, I am not
alone.



And thisis not the type of area where creepy people hang around.
| decide to pick up my pace, though. Better safe than sorry. The small fence around
Aden’'s townhouse is aready in sight. | can see the lights in the living room on, my

heart taking aleap of joy to imagine that | have so much good news to share.

There is rustling behind me again, and footsteps, making me freeze. | don’'t believe
it's a coincidence anymore—| am definitely being followed.

| turn around, studying the empty street. “|s someone there?”’

Something moves in the shadow of some trees, before | can finally see a person step
forward.

“Noway,” | mutter. “It can't be! How?”’

My mother takes a few steps forward, her eyes narrowed, her expression grim. “I
finaly found you.”

twenty-six

*NOEL*

Ican’t fucking believe she found me! How did she do it? It's impossible for her to
track my phone, but she does know parts of my life. She knows | am friends with

Mateo and Sterling. Maybe she stalked one of them.

The fuck, | don’t know how she did it. | just know she is here now, and | don’t want
her to see me, or worse, see Aden.

Or even worse; Talk to him.
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| told him a bit about my family, but it's always different to see the craziness in
person. Aden means the world to me, and imagining him turning away from me
because of the mess that is my family makes my stomach churn.

“What do you want?’ | ask.

And why did she not announce her presence earlier? Was she waiting to see which
house I’ d be going into?

Mom staggers towards me, wavering, but it doesn’t seem like she is completely shit-
faced drunk. | want to turn around and run, but | have no idea where to, and | don’t
want to lead her to Aden’s place.

WEell, technically, we areright in front of it, but she doesn’t need to know that.

My indecisiveness gives her the opening she needs, though.

“You,” she screeches, grabbing me by my collar and shaking me. “How could you?’

Every time | am face to face with her, | just freeze. | want to believe that | am afairly
confident person, but when it's her, | turn back into my terrified, 7-year-old self.

“It’ s not my debt to pay,” she screeches.
Her words rattle me awake. She must have received my lawyer’s letter. “It is,” | say,

trying to keep my voice down. | am sure we' ve already alerted the neighborhood, no
need to yell even more and have them call the police. “Itisyour debt! Y ou cheated the



system and put it on meinstead, your child!”

“1 should never have had you,” she spits. “You and your useless father ruined me!
Y ou owe me that much!”

| take a shaky breath, trying to remember what | am fighting for, and that | can finally
be free of my past. “I don’t,” | say. “I didn’t ask to be born. Y ou brought me into this
world, and you and Dad fucked me over.”

“Give me the money,” she yells. “Pay the fucking debt!”

| take another breath, gathering all the backbone and strength | have. “No,” | say.

She lets go of my collar, her eyes narrowed to dlits. Before | can even fathom what's
going to happen, she has slapped me so hard that my head whips to my side and |
stumble backward. Fuck, that hurt. | can taste iron on my lips and a sharp pain on my
cheek. She must have scratched me with her fingernails whenshe hit me. It's been a
while since she lashed out at me like that. | am not used to it anymore.

“You ruined everything,” she hisses. “You useless—" She raises her hand again,
ready to strike. My mind screams at me to stop her, to fight back, or to at least run,
but my legs don’t move, my whole body seemsto be completely frozen, and my mind
seems to wander off like it aways did when my parents beat me. But to my utmost
surprise, the impact doesn’'t come.

“Let mego,” my mom snarls.

My eyes finally focus back on what’s happening around me, my gaze landing on my
mother. Someone grabbed her wrist before she could hit me.

Aden?



| only know Aden as kind, maybe a bit too serious sometimes, thoughtful, and
incredibly hot in bed. Now, he looks so cold | feel like | am going to freeze. “You
have some nerve,” he says to my mother, his voice low and dark. “To assault
someone | carefor.”

“What do you know?’ she snarls. “He is my flesh and blood, yet betrays me. He
awaysdid.”

Aden's eyes are dark when he pins his gaze on my mother. “You have been
scamming your own son for years. Take accountability!”

“He owes me for being born,” she snarls. “He—"

“He owes you nothing!” Aden interrupts her. “Take responsibility for your own
actions and pay your debt like you should have done to begin with.”

“You don’'t know what he did,” Mom hisses. “The things he did. He is not as perfect
as he looks. Looks like an angel.“ She looks at me with so much venom, | feel the
remainder of my heart break alittle. “But heisn’t. He stole, he betrayed others, he—"

My heart sinks. Sheisright. | did all that. It doesn’t matter why | did it; the fact is, |
did. I never wanted Aden to find out, at least not like that. | don't care for anyone
else’ s opinion, literallyeveryone can judge me, but if Aden started hating me, it would
fucking break me.

Aden lets go of my mother and puts a hand on my arm, pulling me to his side. “I
don’t care what he did to survive,” he says, furrowing his brows. “How old was he

when he started to steal, asyou call it?’ he asks. “ Sixteen, seventeen?”’

“Fourteen,” | mutter quietly.



“And what did he steal?” Aden inquires further. “And why?’

When Mom stays quiet, Aden just nods grimly. “Your fourteen-year-old son was
forced to steal to survive,” he snarls. “Or worse, you made him do it. Are you not

ashamed?’
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“S0, he got himself arich guy, huh? But still can’t spare his mother a penny. What is
init for you?’ she snarls. “Y ou know aguy like himis no good!”

“Loveisin it for me,” Aden answers. “A person who loves me with all my quirks.
Someone genuine and kind. And he became that way despite his upbringing and his
parents. Noel makes me laugh. He healed a part of me | didn’t know needed healing.
That’'s more than anyone else has given me, ever! | will be damned if | let him go!”

Before Mom can say anything, Aden shuts her up. “I need to ask you to leave Noel
aone,” he says, his voice icy. “If you strike him again, | will call the police. If you
ever come close to him again, you will face a fucking lawsuit. This time from me,
directly! And believe me when | say, you won’t want to take it up with me!l”

Mom keeps glaring at him, but when he takes his phone into his hands, something
close to fear crosses her face. Finally, she turns around and runs off into the darkness
of the night.

“l am so sorry,” | mutter. “I... have had no contact with her for years. | don’t know
how she found me, and | amost led her to you. Thisis such amess. My lifeis amess.
| can understand if thisistoo much for you.”

Aden rests his hand against my cheek. His palm is cool from the outside air, yet so
soft, making me burst into tears. “This is not your fault, Noel, and | am not going
anywhere.”

“Isit bad that | still love her? | hate her, but | also love her. | want her to see me, and
hug me, and love me, but | know she won't.”



“Oh, Noel,” Aden says sadly. He wraps his free arm around me, pulling me close. |
can't believe | have a full-grown meltdown in front of him; that's a new level of
embarrassment. But somehow, | can’t stop the tears from flowing.

Aden doesn’t tell me to calm down, he doesn’'t say any fake reassurances about how
everything will be aright. I know it will never be alright. Mom is Mom, and nothing
will change that. And if she changes, it certainly won't be in the near future

“Thank you,” | mutter against Aden’s chest when | feel more like myself again. “I
can't believe | cried on you.”

“l am glad you did,” he says. “I am your partner. | should be there when you feel
down.”

“1 should have told you,” | admit. “About my mom. | should have... | am so sorry
you had to find out like that.”

“1 told you, you can tell me about your past on your terms, at your pace,” Aden says
quietly. “I am not mad, Noel. When you told me about your family and mentioned
doing shady shit in the past, | took a wild guess that this is what you were hinting at.
You did what you had to do to survive, and you did survive.” He pauses. “Also, |
remember, now, where we met for the very first time.”

At hiswords, my eyes snap up. It feelslike all the air leaves my lungs.

“No need to panic,” Aden says quietly. “I am glad | remember. Let’s go back inside.
Y ou are freezing and in shock.”

“You remember?’ | mutter my question while | take off my shoes and jacket. It's
only when | follow Aden into the living room that | notice how cold | truly was. The
sudden warmth makes me shiver as the cold leaves my body.



“First things first,” Aden says, stepping closer to me. He cups my chin, tilting my
head to the side alittle. His eyebrows twitch slightly.

“It'sokay,” | hurry to reassure him. “It’s...”

“It’ s not okay,” he huffs. “I should have called the police after all.”

“| prefer you didn’t.”

“l know,” he says. “Which iswhy | didn’'t do it. But the next time she pulls up and
even looks at you the wrong way, | won't let her get away. Her fingernails left marks
on you. Let me patch you up.” He ushers me further into the living room, to his sofa.
“Sit down.”

My mind isin ahaze. | barely register what Aden isdoing, and | can’t help but replay
the encounter with my mother, over and over again. Eventually, | realize that Aden
has put a cup with hot tea in front of me and some sandwiches. He has also put a
patch over the scratches my mom left on me, and he is on the phone talking to
Someone.

| didn’t notice him doing any of that.

“Who was that?’ | mutter.

“Your lawyer,” Aden says. “I informed him of what happened. It will certainly help
your case.

| nod. Heisright. | didn’t even think of telling my lawyer any of it. It hadn’t crossed
my mind at all.

“Hey.” Aden touches my back. “Are you back with me?’



“I completely detached and dissociated, like back in the days when my father would
come at me after he drank too much.” It's still hard for me to grasp when | dissociate.
It's like | am taking a backseat while my body acts on autopilot. “I haven’'t done that
inalong while.”

When Aden opens his arms, | snuggle into them. “It was due to the shock,” he says
quietly.

“Do you really remember how we met the first time?”’
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“The grocery store,” he says.

“You realy helped me back then,” | admit. “I was so hungry. Dad had just
overdosed, and Mom didn’t give aflying fuck, and | was so hungry.”

“You don't need to explain yourself,” Aden says. “You did what you had to do to
survive.”

“You could have called the police back then, but you didn’t.”

“You know, | saw this young guy with a can of macaroni in his hand, and | just
couldn’t look away,” he says after awhile. “I just couldn’t.”

He saw me shoplifting that time, and instead of calling the police, he not only bought
me the can of macaroni, he added a whole bag of groceries to it and handed me
enough money to get through the next couple of nights. He even handed me an
address for a shelter.

“You saved me, and it was my turning point. | stopped running away, and | guess |
started to turn my life around.” | look at him. “1 know for you it wasn’'t big—"

“It was,” he says, to my surprise. “It was my turning point, too. | didn’t remember it
wasyou, but | never forgot that years ago, | met this young guy who pulled me out of
my depression. | was at my lowest back then, but just looking at you and hearing you
thank me, so genuinely, really pulled me out of my slump.”

“Really?”



“Yes, readly.”

| wait for him in case he wants to tell me more, but he stays silent. | guess he isn't
quite so ready to share everything yet. Not so long ago, that would have made me
insecure, but now | don’t mind. He doesn’t need to tell me everything immediately. |
know he will eventualy.

“What did you do afterwards?’ Aden asks.

“1 went to the address you gave me, the homeless shelter for young men. They helped
me stay safe, and | got ajob,” | say. “I cleaned toilets first, then eventually got a job
at a fast-food chain. | even finished school. | wanted to study too, but | just... You
know, my dad’ s debt kept looming over me.”

“You achieved a lot,” Aden points out. “You need to be much prouder of how you
turned your life around than you are, Nodl. You had zero support at that time. Mateo
and Sterling weren’t in your life then, but you pulled yourself out of the pit. You are
leading a successful life now.”

“Well, | had akind stranger reach out a hand to me, when | needed it the most,” | say.
“Sometimes that’s all a person needs.”

“l usually don’t believe in fate,” Aden brushes his fingers through my hair. “But this
isalmost too much to be a coincidence.”

“You have apoint,” | admit. | never believed in fate either, because if | did, it would
have made my situation even worse. But now, with Aden, it feels like it was worth

the struggle. “Isit weird?’ | ask.

Aden keeps brushing through my hair softly. “What’s weird?’



“1f we both hadn’t been at our lowest, we might have never met. Maybe we would be
entirely different people today. So, in a way, | am glad life brought me to you, as
much as | hated the steps | had to take to meet you again.” | pause. “Is it weird to
think that way?’

“Not at all,” Aden says. “I think the same.”

Chapter 27

*NOEL*

| feel drowsy when | wake up, noticing that | am in Aden’s bed. | have no idea how
he managed to drag me up there, but apparently, Aden can just do anything. One look
at my watch tells meit's 10 am. already—insanely late for me!

Aden is not in bed anymore either, but | take the hint of the smell of coffee coming
through. Well, no time to waste!

Jumping out of the bed, | rummage through the half of the wardrobe Aden emptied
for me to keep my stuff in. | don’t want to wear any of my clothes, though, so | grab
one of Aden’s sweaters and a pair of boxers, and head to the bathroom. My face
doesn’t look as bad as | thought it would, or maybe it’s just because Aden nursed me
so well. There are only two ugly scratches from my mom, and some light bruising.
Nothing makeup can’'t hide.

Ten minutes later, | am walking down the stairs, ready to tackle the day.
Last night was a disaster, but it does not detract from all the things | achieved

beforehand. The altercation with Mom may have been unavoidable, so better to have
it over and done with now, than waiting for it to happen.



“Aden!” | call out, and before he can turn around, | wrap my arms around him from
behind. My man is standing in the kitchen, making breakfast for me again. “You are
spoiling me.”

“Well, you put up with quite a lot concerning me and my work, | feel like giving
something back,” he says.

“You fedl like giving something back?’ | blurt out. “After | am the one bringing all
the dramato you?’
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He touches my hand softly. “You did not bring al the drama into this relationship.
Actually, | think you have dealt with some drama that wasn't yours. Remember my
family and my brothers?’

“That’s something else.”
“Why?’

“Because your family isn't a drug-addicted alcoholic who assaults you and wishes
you dead.”

“Maybe,” Aden says. “But it still eats at me, and you didn’t even need a moment to
consider. You just came with me and had my back. To me, it's not different just
because our family drama differs.” He pauses. “Are you feeling a bit better, Noel ?”

“1 do,” | pause before | can finish the sentence. “I... | don’t,” | finally admit. “But not
just because of yesterday. | think it will take a while to truly understand and accept
what happened to me, and even more timeto let go of it.”

Aden turns around, taking my face between his hands. He doesn’'t say anything
before he places a soft kiss against my forehead. “It takes alot of strength to admit to
needing some time to deal with atrauma, or to deal with it at all.”

“1 realized that | do have people | lovein my life. Like you, Ster and Mateo.”

“You are not adone,” Aden verifies.



“l am not alone,” | repeat. “| have my own chosen family.”

“Do you want to move in with me?’ Aden asks, surprising me with the boldness of
his question.

“Like, completely?’

“Yes. We talked briefly about it, asin you can stay over as long as you want, but as
for me, I'd love to have you here with me al the time.”

My heart beats a little faster at his suggestion. Having this every day? Seeing him
even on days he is busy at work, and always coming home from the bar to a warm
bed?

| would love that, but | am also terrified of giving up more of my independence.

| know it’s not like that. It's not quite my independence | am losing, because | still
have ajob and friends, but it’ s such a huge step.

“No need to decide now,” Aden reassures me. “I know we haven't been dating for
long, but in the future, | can’t see myself with anyone but you.”

“It'sthe same for me,” | admit. “It’ s just such abig step.”

Aden chuckles. “And | know you hate change.”

“You said, you didn’t like change either! Didn’t you?”’

“1 did,” he says. “But apparently, not anymore. Listen, Noel, | meant it when | said

you don’t need to decide now. We can keep the status quo as it is for as long as you
need. | just want you to know where | stand in our relationship. When you fedl ready,



I’d love you to move in here.”

| nod. “You know | need abit of time, but I... | don’'t hate the idea.”

“Talking about not hating an idea.” Aden grabs my shoulders and pushes me back
dightly. “Isthat my sweater you are wearing?’

“That's a rhetorical question, right?’ | grin. The sleeves of his sweater are way too
long for me, and his sweater easily covers my buitt.

Aden stares at me, his gaze scanning me from head to toe, lingering on my naked
legs.

“Like what you see?’ | ask with asmirk.

He pulls me closer again, his hand moving from my back down to my ass. The look
in his eyesistentative, though. “You haven't had breakfast.”

“Don't care. Can eat later!”

Aden dips his hand into my boxers, squeezing my ass. “And you are really sure you
are in the right mind space?”’

“Yes, Aden,” | snort. “I came here dressed in nothing but your sweater. | am in the
right mind space. Now fuck me, or—"
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“Or what?’

“l don’'t know! Just fuck me and stop asking questions. Don’t make me beg. It’s not
cute.”

His eyebrows shoot up.

Oh, damn it! | just gave him anew idea, huh?

Aden still looks dlightly skeptical, but doesn’t remove his hand either, so | wrap my
arms around him, looking him straight in the eyes. “You can take my word for it,” |
say. “1 would never initiate sex just to numb myself down. And if | wanted to do that,

| would straight out ask you to do it for that reason.”

“And | would probably give in to you,” Aden says. “l just like to know what | am
dealing with.”

| grin. “You are dealing with me.

“Without any doubt.”

“We had plans for the night, hadn’t we?’

Aden hooks me up in his arms, making me wrap my legs around him while he carries
me to the living room. Unfortunately, the dining table there is covered with folders

and papers that ook important, so the original fantasy has to make way for something
else.



Something elseis the smaller work desk he has. | don't even know what he usually
usesit for, because he has a separate office after al, but | guess he will useit now.

Aden lets me down there, before digging his fingers into the waistband of my boxers.
| hold onto him, lifting my ass up slightly so he can pull them down. When | want to
take off his sweater, he stops me. “I like the thought of you being surrounded by me
completely,” he smirks.

“You know that thiswill be yet another sweater you won’'t ever get back?’

Instead of an answer, Aden just chuckles and gets down on his knees. | am still
processing what he is about to do, when his hot mouth is suddenly around my cock.

“Fuck, Aden!”

Aden lets my cock dip out of his mouth, looking up a me with what | can only
describe as ateasing smirk. “I could retort with a boomer take, if you want that?’

“Oh no!”

“Fuck, Aden, huh?’ he says. “More like fuck Noel.”

When | groan, hejust laughs. “That was lame!” | complain.

“That’swhat makesit good,” Aden grins.

He pats my upper thighs before wrapping his lips around my half-hard cock again.
It's then that | realize he has never joked like that before or said anything silly. The

realization goes right to my heart, making it beat wildly. He does it in front of me. He
IS secure enough to joke with me and to be silly.



Thereisapart of his past that’s still locked firmly behind a door, but | realize | don’t
mind it anymore, not much. He can be vulnerable and open with me, and laugh and
make jokes; that means more.

| dig my fingers into his hair, closing my eyes while | feel his tongue pressed against
the base of my shaft. One of his hands is still pressed against my upper thigh, while
his free hand moves to my balls, his fingers circling them playfully before giving
them atug.

“Aden,” | moan. “Fuck, so good!”

Aden hollows his cheek, taking my dick in until it hits the back of histhroat.

“1f you go further, | will come,” | warn him.

Aden lets go of my cock and gets up. | jump down from the desk, turning over and
grabbing the edges. For a while, nothing happens, making me stir dightly. What's
taking him so long? Then he suddenly presses his lips against my shoulder, his wet
fingers wandering between my ass cheeks and circling my entrance.

“Wait amoment,” Aden licks up my neck and bitesinto my earlobe. “You are loose.”

“Maybe... | may or may not have used my time in the bathroom well.”

“You absolutely planned this, didn’t you?’ Aden snorts, moving back and smacking
my ass.
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| toss a glance back over my shoulder and blink innocently at him. “Just wanted you
not to waste any time.”

Aden cups my cheek and forces me to turn my head, kissing me before drawing back
again. “Well, then, | won't.”

“Won’'t what?’

“Waste time.”

Fuck, yes, exactly what | need, and want! Aden doesn’t make me wait any longer, the
tip of his cock presses against my entrance before he pushes into me in one move. It
still hits so differently to feel him inside me without wearing a condom. Just knowing
we can do it bare turns me on so much.

“So good,” | moan.

“Yeah?” Aden thrustsinto me a couple of times before he pauses. “How good?’
“Don’t stop!”

He just chuckles before picking up his pace again. He goes faster immediately, his
hips snapping forward, every time burying his dick deep inside me. It feels so good
when he fucks me like that. The table gives me the necessary balance and helps me

keep an angle | couldn’'t otherwise hold. It’s like Aden can go even deeper thisway.

His hand is around my cock, stroking me while keeping up the thrusts of his hips.



Then he stills again.

“Don’'t"—I let out a shaky breath—*stop. | am so close!”

“l know, babe, | know.”

A sigh of relief leaves me, when he fucks me again until | feel like | am almost over
the edge, but he still his movements fora third time, making me groan in frustration.
“Stop being an asshole!” | complain. My insides are burning with need. | want him to
continue, but at the same time, | want it to last forever.

His hand presses against my back to hold me in place while his head moves down,
until his lips are right next to my ear. “I remember you mentioned something about

begging, didn’t you?’

“I knew it,” | blurt out. “I did give you an idea! Deep inside, you have areal sadistic
streak.”

He smacks my ass again, making me moan. “I just love seeing you whimper and
squirm beneath me,” he deadpans.

| can't even deny it. | am fucking shivering with anticipation when he picks up the
movement of his hips again, pulling out and pushing into me slowly. The minimum
friction makes my mind go wild. “Fuck, Aden, give me more!”

He stills again.

“No, don’t stop!”

His hand moves down my back to the cleft of my ass and back again, while his other
hand moves to my dick. “Ask nicely.”



When his fingers wrap loosely around the base of my cock, starting to pump me
slowly, | have to admit defeat. “ Okay, you won! | blurt out. Please, fuck me, please,
Aden!”

“See, that wasn't so difficult.”

I’d have a lot to retort to that, but my words get stuck in my mouth when Aden pulls
out of me and plungesinto me. He is obviously not playing anymore. Fucking finally!
His fingers are wrapped around my dick tightly, pumping it quickly while he keeps
thrusting into me relentlessly. With being bent over the desk | can feel him reach
deeper inside me than ever again.

“You are so hot, Noel! Tell me how you feel!”

“Good, so good,” | moan, not able to say anything else let alone form a coherent
sentence. He kept me on the edge for so longthat my mind is mushy and my body
burning with the need to come.

Aden moves his thumb over the tip of my cock. “Then come,” he says.

| press my forehead against the cold wood of the desk, while a shiver goes through
my body. Finally, | feel the tension inside me subsiding, wave after wave of hot
strings of pleasure rush through my body, until my body goes completely lax.
twenty-seven

*NOEL*

Ilean my head against the wall of the shower. “ That was good,” | sigh.
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“The shower or our little ‘gymnastics' downstairs.”
“Both,” | chuckle. “But | was talking about the latter, obvioudly.
Second shower this morning, but | can’t even complain because | asked for this. My
legs do feel dlightly wobbly, though, probably thanks to the long evening | had
yesterday with the job applications, then the run-in with my mom, and my
breakdown. | guess thisis why Aden insisted on taking a shower together. Part of me
thought—or hoped—he might have wanted some additional fun, but Aden wouldn’t be
Adenif hegaveinto al of my whims.
| mean, somehow, he does, but not when he thinks it’s doing me any harm.
“I amfing,” | reassure him when we step out of the shower, and he towels me dry.

He looks me over with afrown. “Are you sure?’

When he looks that worried, | can only wrap my arms around him. “| promise, | am. |
am going to get dressed and then come downstairs.”

“Fine, | will go ahead and prepare our breakfast. Any wishes?’
“Pancakes with maple syrup and berries, and | need coffee.”
“Alright.” Aden kisses the side of my head before leaving the bathroom. It gives me a

moment to unwind and realize how much has happened yesterday and today, and
during the last weeks.



Maybe my relationship with Aden is a whirlwind romance. | know everyone else
would tell me to take it slower, but | don’t care for anyone’'s opinion. Being with
Aden feels so right.

About time | didn’t give aflying fuck what others think of me. | know that Mateo and
Ster support me, and Aden does too. Everything else doesn’t matter.

The scent of pancakes startles me from my thoughts and makes me hurry to get
dressed. | thought | was equal parts tired and hungry, but after catching this heavenly

smell, it’s obvious hunger wins oversleep for now!

Once back in the kitchen, | notice that Aden has indeed fulfilled my wish. “You
really are spoiling me,” | say while sitting down at the counter.

Aden cups the back of my head and kisses me. “Maybe | like spoiling you.”

“What if | feel bad about it?’

“Doyou?’ he asks.

“Not really,” | admit. “But | fedl like | should.”

Aden blinks. “Who says that? | like spoiling you with little things. Y ou are not taking
advantage of me.”

“Then... when you come to the bar, | will make sure to mix you my best cocktails.”

He chuckles. “Deal.” When he brings us our coffee, he also has some paper in his
hands. “Here.”

“My contract?”’



“Yes, you left it out on the dining table,” Aden says. “I took the liberty to look at it
earlier thismorning.”

| eye him anxioudly. “And?’

“It looks good,” he smiles. “Congrats, Nodl.”

| jump down from my seat to grab the contract and put it away safely, when my legs
suddenly buckle under me, making me drop onto the floor like a sack of potatoes.

“Nodl!” Aden isinstantly next to me, helping me up again. “Are you okay?’

| didn’'t even realize how nervous | was until he said the wordsCongrats, Noel.“| am
fine, just overwhelmed.” Aden takes me to the living room and makes me sit on the
sofa, before bringing my plate of pancakes to me. | notice he has added some more to
it. “And you think | can eat all that?’ | laugh.

Aden doesn’t laugh, though, he just looks deeply worried. “I feel like | overstrained

youl.

“No, you didn’t!”
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“You barely had any sleep, the fallout with your mother and then | jumped your
bones.” He shakes his head. “Y our blood pressure is probably down. | should have
been more responsible.”

| grab his arm, pulling him down to sit next to me. “It’'s not that,” | tell him. “It's
more like the stress has finally subsided. | thought it wouldn’t work out.”

“Y ou mean the job or getting rid of the debt?’

“Both,” | admit. “It just all felt too easy, you know? And when it's easy and things
are going well, | always wait for something bad to happen, for the second shoe to
drop. And this here, in particular, it feelslike | achieved it way too easily.”

Aden looks at me thoughtfully. *Y ou need to stop saying that.”
“Huh?’

“Saying that it's all coming to you easily. It didn’t. It never was easy. Y ou fought for
this, and you are winning now because of your hard work. True, maybe some small
portion of luck is part of it too like with everything, but you worked your ass off. You
got this job opportunity because DeeDee thought you would be great. And you aced
the interview, because you are just that good. DeeDee didn’'t hand you the job; you
just took the chance, proved yourself, and made it work. And | didn’t free you from
your debt magically. | am not above the law. It was possible because you were
completely innocent in this.”

“It shows how much it helps to have someone in your corner,” | say quietly. “Maybe



al of what you just said is true, but without you, and without Ster and Mateo, | don’t
think | would have found the strength. It shows how far even a little kindness can

go.

“That's true,” he says. “It's depressing to know how many people suffer without
anyone reaching out a hand to them.”

“Right,” | exclaim, relieved he sees it the same way. “That's why | want to be
thankful for my opportunities, and make the best out of it.”

Aden chuckles. “ And that’ s exactly what makes you so strong.”

“Don’t tease me!”

“1 am not teasing you. Don’'t forget it took you coming to my family, for meto finally
have some peaceful interaction with my brothers. Let alone when we bumped into

each other years ago.”

His words pique my interest. “You never told me why you were in such a bleak spot
back then.”

“1 will,” he promises. “But not today. Y ou need some sleep. Besides, Lynn is coming
over at any time.”

“Right, for decluttering the attic!”

“Yes, but | promise | will tell you. Let’s make sure to grab a glass of wine tomorrow
and relax on our free day. | will answer al your questions.”

| stir awake to the sound of voices coming from the entrance door. For a moment, |
feel completely disoriented. | am at Aden’s place, as much is obvious, but what even



happened? When did | fall asleep?

There isacup of teain front of me, but the plates from breakfast are gone, and | am
wrapped in awarm blanket.

Struggling free from the blanket and forcing my mind back into a waking state, |
finaly stumble off the couch. | have never coped well with taking a nap during the
day. It just aways pulls me down into some sort of dark pit, where my limbs get
heavy and my mind drowsy. It's hard to wake up from it, even when | put on an

alarm.

“Aden?’ | trot through the living room, still fighting the drowsiness, when | bump
into my boyfriend.

“You are awake?’ He sneaks an arm around me and pulls me closer. “Lynn just
arrived. | didn’t want to wake you, | am sorry.”

“Nah, it’sfine! How long have | been gone for?”’

“Two hours. It'snoon,” he says.

| furrow my brows. Wow, | wasted a lot of time. Talking to Aden helps wake me up
fully, though, and | finally see Lynn in front of me. “Hi Lynn! Sorry, | am still not
quite all here.”

“Don’t worry,” shegrins. “I figured.”

She is dressed in jeans and a comfy sweater. It's the first time | have seen her like
that, so casual and relaxed. | guess | have become afull part of Aden’slife by now.

“Areyou sure Mateo doesn’'t want to come in?’ Aden asks.



“Mateo is heretoo?’ | ask.

Lynn chuckles, first facing Aden. “Yes,” she says, before turning towards me. “Was.
He brought me but has some work to do with Sterling.”
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“When he picks you up again, we'll make sure to invite himin,” Aden says.
| can’'t believe Mateo brought her to Aden’s place. It means things have to be going
really well! | don’t comment on it so as not to embarrass Lynn or Mateo, but | am
unbelievably happy for him. He only had on-off relationships for awhile, and | don’t
know why. It seems like he always wanted more than his exes. He is the type of guy
who wants to commit, but apparently, many thought he just wanted to fool around.
Seems like he and Lynn share the same val ues, though.
“So, what' sthe plan?’ Lynn asks. “Y ou mentioned the attic.”
“Yes, | want to declutter it,” Aden says.
“Areyou really ready to do it?’
“Yes,” hesays. “Timeto move on. | want to turn it back into my atelier.”
“What exactly isin theattic?’ | ask curiously.
Lynn stays quiet at my question, just glancing at Aden briefly. “Well,” Aden starts. “|
have put all my paintings there, and al my painting utensils. The plan is to go

through everything and turn the attic into a small atelier again.”

“You are going to paint again?’ | ask carefully, finally realizing why Lynn sounded
so enthusiastic.



“In private,” Aden says. “I don’t think | am ready to return to the public with my art.
But | want to return to creating something again. | have only picked up drawing again
recently.”

“Ever since he met a certain someone,” Lynn comments and winks at me.

| feel my cheeks heat up in both embarrassment and joy. “Why did you stop in the
first place?’

At that, silence surrounds us long enough to feel uncomfortable. Eventually, Lynn
clears her throat, tossing Aden a gaze | can't quite read, before walking towards the
kitchen. “1 will prepare us some coffee,” she says.

She closes the door behind her, leaving us enwrapped in silence. “Y ou don’t need to
talk about it when you aren’t ready,” | say.

“My boyfriend back then,” Aden suddenly says. “His name was Emil. He died. And it
was all so horrible it sucked all my creativity out of me.”

“My god,” | mutter. “Aden, | am so sorry.”

“There is more to this story, Noel,” he says. “A lot more than just his death. | was
caught in a very toxic relationship with Emil. | will tell you the whole story when we
are on our own. | promise.”

| determine to be understanding, and not the pushy boyfriend who needs to get what
he wants immediately. If Aden promised to tell me everything when we are on our
own, then | will take him at face value.

“Alright!” | stretch dlightly. “ So, what's the plan for now? Should we go right to the
attic?’



Aden gmiles. “Yes, take Lynn with you, will you? Meanwhile, | will clean out the
work desk in the living room.”

| gaze at said desk, wiggling my eyebrows at Aden. “ So, what do you usually do with
that desk when you don’t use me to have fun with it?”

Aden raises an eyebrow, a smirk curling hislips. “If only we'd be aone.” He pauses.
“When | don’'t fuck you over it, | usually useit for research.”

Y eah, should have known my teasing would backfire, like it always does. That guy is
just never embarrassed by anything! | sigh dramatically. “Y ou won, okay?’

“No, redly. | likeits new purpose.”

| glare, covering his mouth with my hand. Aden chuckles softly, taking my hand and
placing akiss against it.

“You started it.”

“I know.”

Aden reaches out his hand, brushing over my neck. “Like | said, | used it for research,
for my art.”

“Y ou researched when you were painting?’
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“Sometimes,” he says. “I tried to learn alot about different styles. Whenever | tried a
new method or new material, I’d research beforehand. | aso love everything
concerning the history of art and would use it for personal research too.”

“That’s great,” | point out. “Why not keep the desk here?’

“l don’t think it fits anymore. | want to have my research place in the attic as well.”
“And what do you want to put here instead?’ | ask. “There' d be an empty space.”

“How about asmall bar?’ he asks.

It takes a minute or more for me to grasp what he just said. “No way,” | exclaim.
“You... for me?1| can’t possibly accept that.”

“Why just for you?' he says dryly. “My boyfriend is a professional bartender. Why
not create a place where he can mix cocktails for me?’

For a moment, | see it in front of me: Aden sitting at a bar stool, while | mix a
cocktail or try a new recipe to have him test it for me. “That would actually be nice,”
| admit.

“See.” Aden sgueezes my arm. “Don’'t always say no immediately when | suggest
something.”

| know heisright. | have atendency of shooting him down when he offers something
that looks like it benefits me morethan him. It was the same when he offered to hire a



lawyer for me. It's hard for me to accept help, even from those | love, but | am
starting to understand that it doesn’t mean | am weak when | accept help. | don’'t need
to do everything on my own, and sometimes people want to do things for me because
they love me.

Ster and Mateo always tried to help, as well. They both wanted me to move in with
them instead of staying at my crappy apartment, but | was too stubborn and too
prideful to accept their help. Good thing they never grew tired of me because damn, |
sound exhausting as fuck.

twenty-eight
*NOEL*
“Aden forgot to mention that he used this place to dump everything he doesn’'t need

anymore,” Lynn grumbles. “When he mentioned decluttering the attic, | thought it
would just be the old drawings, painting utensils, and his former work that he had

here.

| chuckle. “WEéll, it was unused space, so | can see why he wanted to use it to store
stuff.”

“Y eah, yeah, go and defend your husband,” she muitters.

“Husband?’ | squeal. “Lynn, we are not that far advanced!”

“1 wouldn’'t be surprised if you two go on a vacation tomorrow and come back
married,” she points out. “Pretty much aligns with what you both would do. Don't

you think so?’

| tap my nose thoughtfully. “Maybe. | could see it happen under certan



circumstances,” | groan. “Aden needs to put a stop to my impulsiveness, not support
it even more.”

Lynn laughs. “Aden is a romantic at heart,” she says. “I think all artists have that

side.
“1 don’t know. | don’t think Ster does.”

“Sterling?’ she smiles. “I think if Sterling sets his mind to something, he would
absolutely see it through, even if others would deem it as too fast, too illogical, or not
thought through well enough. Don’t you think so? He seems like a guy who goes with

his intuition.”

| frown. “I hate that you have a point, but we still can’t make it an artist’s thing. It's
too much of acliché.”

“Well, Aden and Sterling share that sentiment,” she says. “So, that’s enough for me
to know what | need to know.”

She takes the bottle of wine she brought along and pours us both a glass. “Look,” she
says, revealing some canvas. “That was when Aden was experimenting with
landscapes.”

| gape at the paintings. “My god, he is good!”

She chuckles at my surprise. “How do you think he made a name for himself? Aden
iIsagenius, avery rare talent. | am glad he picked up drawing again.”

“1 wish I’d have known him when he was still experimenting with art,” | admit.

“1 believe you met him exactly at the time that was right for you both,” she points



out. “He was ready to give love a second chance, and you...”

“1 guess | was ready to give love a chance, in general. It was the first time for me to
allow myself to fal inlove.”
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“See? What use would it have been to meet Aden before that point in time? You
might not have hit it off, but now the two of you work much better than anyone else |
know.”

“Do you really think so?’

“1 know that Aden has never been with someone like heiswith you,” she says.

“Not even with Emil?”’

“Oh, so you know about him?’ Lynn asks, before she nods. “Not even with Emil.”
She pauses. “Being with Emil changed him, for the worse.”

Her words surprise me. “What do you mean?”’

“Well, you know his history with his family, don't you?’ She rummages through
some stuff and shows me more of Aden’s early drawings. The date he signed it shows
that he was in his late teens when he drew this. It’s obvious how talented he already
was back then. “I met him when | was Oliver’s girlfriend. Instantly got weird vibes

from the family dynamics, and at the same time clicked with Aden.”

“Aden told me you were turned off immediately when you saw how the brothers
treated him.”

“Y eah, you can imagine, can't you? | was so pissed off.”

| laugh. “1 can absolutely imagine it.” She looks to be the type of person who would



immediately call someone out for their bullshit.

“Serioudly,” she grimaces. “Oliver was a nice guy, genuinely nice, you know? But it
was a turnoff for me to see how he didn’t stand up for his youngest brother. Maybe |
am unfair, but back then, | thought, if he can’t even stand up against the bullying of
his youngest brother, will he ever stand up for me? Or for our future kids? | gave him
a couple of chances, but realized he just wasn’t the guy for me.” She smiles. “Mateo,
on the other hand, would totally stand up for someone in need.”

“Hewould!” | agree enthusiastically. “And he always did!”

“See, | just knew.”

“You said you and Aden immediately clicked?’

“We did.” She takes a sip from her glass of wine while | continue going through the
canvases. Now that we have freedthem of all the surrounding mess, we can finally
sort through them. “I am from a very conservative family. | know the struggle to
grow up, not being able to be yourself, and holding back. Aden’s struggles really
spoke to me. Even back then, he was very strong. After | broke up with Oliver, |
didn’t see him for awhile, but when we met again, we hit it off immediately.”

“And Emil?’ | ask.

“Emil just pulled him down again,” she frowns. “Man, Noel. | know | shouldn’t talk
badly about the deceased, but Aden was awreck thanks to that guy.”

Maybe it's because | met Aden at a different time in his life, but it’'s hard to imagine
him being truly broken. However, he did mention that meeting me in that small
grocery store was a crucial moment for him also.



Lynn rummages through the paintings before pulling out two separate ones. One is
dark and full of sorrow, the other much lighter. It still has its signature touch of
melancholy. It seems that's definitely his style. Even his painting of a beautiful
landscape has that touch of heaviness. However, it's also what makes his work so
intriguing. She points at the dark painting. “Aden, when he was with Emil. Don’t get
me wrong, great painting, but obviously the artist struggled mentally.” Then she
points at the lighter one. “ Still his style, but in a much more healthy way. Aden, when
he met you.”

“Wait a moment!” | exclaim, inspecting the painting with a frown and checking the
date. “You are right, he already was with me when he drew this one.”

“Like | said, he has never been with someone the way he is with you,” she repeats. “I
am very happy for him.”

Her words make me insanely happy, but there is also a dull feeling in my stomach,
something | can’t quite put a finger on yet. What if | disappoint him? | am almost
certain | will. I alwaysdo and end up disappointing those | love. Why should it be any
different thistime?

No, Noel, not the right time to panic.

Thereisno reason for it!

Lynn, fortunately, hasn't noticed my anxiety spiking and has turned towards a
different painting. On it, | can see a young man with soft features, his eyes are red-
rimmed, his face pale, the whole vibe around him is dark and depressed. It's not a
particularly flattering image, but it strikes something in me. It's sad, and heavy, and
almost desperate. It must be a painting from Aden’s more depressive phase. Lynn
shakes her head. “Emil,” she mutters. “I wonder if things would have been different if
you had let Aden help you.”



“How did he die?’ | hear myself ask.

“He overdosed,” Lynn says quietly, still looking at the image sadly. “He broke
Aden’'s heart every time he fell back into taking drugs. But when he died, it truly
broke Aden.”

He overdosed?!

That’'s what Aden meant when he said it wasn't a healthy relationship. He was an
addict. That's why the picture just struck something so dark in me. He looks like
Mom looked when she was younger and lived off her drugs.

And it looks like | did when the addiction started to chip away at all of my remaining
personality, and al of thelove | could feel, because | was too weak to stay away from
what killed my father and ruined my mother.
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“l need to go to the restroom,” | say, barely able to keep myself upright, while
stumbling downstairs. My heart beats so fast, it makes my head dizzy and my chest
tight. It's hard to breathe, so hard to breathe. Everything around me seems to look
dimmed all of a sudden, while spinning around me al the same time. It’'s getting so
fucking hard to breathe.

| need some fresh air!

* ADEN*

There is much more stuff to go through in my desk’s drawers than | thought. | am just
glad Lynn and Noel took over in the attic. On my own, this would have taken me
days. While | am sorting through some papers, my phone vibrates. It's a message

from Oliver, which reminds me it has been a while since he wrote to me.

Hi Aden, just wanted to check in with you, to see how you are doing. Everything
well? Hope Noel iswell too.

Wow! Who would have thought, Noel telling him off, would be the one thing finally
making Oliver rebuild some bridges. It’s the first time in ages that he isn’t trying to
pressure me into meeting him or Kayden or one of the others.

And now?

Do | want to remain distant?

| sigh. If | wanted to completely cut them off, | would have done that aready. | have



never blocked them.

| am fine, thank you for asking.

| wonder if | should ask something in return, but | don't truly feel likeit. To me, it's
already quite a big step to reply at all. Putting my phone aside, | dive right back into
my paperwork. The amount of stuff | have collected in the drawers is insane. For
someone who is so nitpicky and organized at his work, | do have quite a chaotic,
personal research table. | guess | have always worked differently as an artist than |
did asagallerist.

“Aden?’

| look up to see Lynn, her eyes are clouded in worry. “Did something happen?’ | gaze
outside, noticing the sun is setting. “Matao said he’d come around, didn’t he?’
Hopefully, he didn’'t cancel. | know she has high hopes for this relationship, and | do
too. Mateo seems to be a good guy and a much better fit for Lynn than any of the

other guys she dated during the last couple of years.

Also, Mateo is a better fit than Oliver was, and to be fair, he wasn’t too bad as her
boyfriend. It means that Mateo might actually be the right guy for her.

“Mateo is on his way. He sent me a message a couple of minutes ago.” Lynn pauses.
“1t might be nothing, Aden, but... I... fuck, | don’t know.”

Now she certainly has my attention. “Whereis Noel?’ | ask.

“How did you know that’ s what thisis about?’ she exclaims.

“A feeling. Where is he?’



“1 don’'t know. He went to the restroom an hour ago,” she explains. “I am sorry, | was
so deep into the work that | didn’t notice how much time passed. Then | thought he
might be with you, but—"

“Heisn't,” | say. A weird sense of deep calm fills me. It's not a good feeling, though,
it's the type of calm that | usually forced forward when something in my life was
going awry and | needed to cover it. “Tell me what happened, please.”

“We were going through your paintings and chatting. Maybe | talked too much,
Aden. | if | did, fuck, | am sorry. | had no idea.”

“Why, what did you tell him?”’

“About Oliver and me, and how much better you are today in comparison to back
then, and especially in comparison to your time with Emil.”

“Y ou talked about Emil with him?’ | ask.

“Shouldn’t | have?’ she asks, sudden panic on her face. “He knew his name, so |
thought... Oh fuck! He had no clue, did he? | swear, | didn’'t say anything bad about
you, and we just talked about Emil briefly.”

“Lynn,” | put the papers in my hand away and grab her hands. “Don’t panic. | can’t
have you lose your nerve now. You did nothing wrong. You couldn’t have known.
Just tell me exactly what you said about him, okay?’

Lynn does, telling me step by step what they talked about. She was right when she
said it wasn't an awful lot. Just my best friend being happy that | am so much better
in this relationship and have picked up drawing again. She probably thought Noel
knew more than he did. It's my fucking fault that he was unaware about everything, |
probably should have been open with him much sooner.



“1 am not even the gossiping type usually,” she exclaims. “I just wanted to show Noel
how well the two of you fit together. | am so sorry, Aden. | didn’t mean to gossip
about you or anything.”

“Don’'t be ridiculous,” | mutter. “You just chatted with my boyfriend. What you said
isn’t even anything big, just the basics.”

Something triggered Nodl, | just know it.
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| try to dial his number once more, but it goes straight to voicemail. Like the last time
when he ran from me. | remember he had an altercation with his mother back then,
too, and panicked. Maybe it's similar today? Was it the aftermath of having a major
fallout with his mother?

Or maybe it was what made him vulnerable and more prone to panicking?

“Hereis Mateo,” Lynn exclaims.

“Good,” | say. “He knows Noel well. | am sure he can help.”

twenty-nine

* ADEN*

Mateo has a deep frown on his face when Lynn wraps up the whole story once more.
Meanwhile, | try to remain calm and composed, while my thoughts are derailing
again. Noel is smart, heis efficient, heis a survivor. | know him well enough by now
to understand that he doesn’t just run to be away from me, but that his anxiety pushes
him into afight-or-flight response, and his usual responseisto flee. If he'd fight with
me instead, | could catch him much better in the moment.

“You are pae, Aden,” Lynn says all of a sudden. Contrary to me, she has calmed
down now and is her usua practica self, while | am slowly losing my grip on

everything. She takes my hands now. “I know where your thoughts are going.”

“He could be dead,” | press out.



“Heisnot dead,” she emphasizes.

“You don't know that.” My heart hammers against my chest, making my mind spin
even more. “He could have run into a car, or someone could have assaulted him
or...“ My mind goes to the several times | picked up Emil somewhere, from a shelter,
from the street, from one of his drug addict friends, from the police. It was never
good when he disappeared. “What if he is somewhere hurt and alone, and no one is
there to help him? Fuck, | can’t even reach him.”

“Noel isn't Emil,” she says. “He is a stable young man; he just has some mental
health issues like you do. But he is the type of guy to work for his future, to work on

his problems, and to tackle them. That’s what actually made you fall for him, isn’t
it?’

Her words are surprisingly sobering. “You are right,” | mutter. “I was intrigued by
Noel because heis my type, but fell for him because of the person heis.”

“See? This time, my big mouth just triggered something in him, and he needed to get
out.” She glances at Mateo. “Did | get that correct?’

“Yeah,” he says. “But your mouth isn't big, it's very pretty. Besides, it's not for me
to say, but | don’t think you said too much. Noel can usually handle something like
that. And if not, he hasto learn how to do it in a constructive way.”

| am a little surprised by his words. Mateo and Sterling are Noel’s closest friends.
They know him in ways | have never gotten to know him. But it’s also very relieving
to know that despite them having his back, they don’t enable him.

It's healthy for all of them.

It's like Lynn has always been with me. Even during the phases of my darkest



depression, she was there to get me out of the dark hole | was in, with all the
understanding and all the gentleness she had, but she also dragged me to a therapist
and called me out when | fucked up.

“Did his mom contact him again?’ Mateo asks all of a sudden.

My eyes snap up. “1 can’'t believe | haven't told you yet,” | say.

“Oh shit, something did happen?’

“She basically stalked him and followed him to my place. Then she assaulted him. |
heard the commotion and went outside to make her leave.”

“You actually managed to do that?’ Mateo asks.

“Yes, | threatened her with my lawyer and the police,” | say. “She looked terrified
enough to back off.”

“Aden can be scary if he wants to,” Lynn explains to her boyfriend. “You wouldn’t
believeit.”

“l1 am glad you did,” Mateo says. “And even gladder Noel saw you defend him and
successfully make her fuck off. Serioudly, Sterlone tried and got assaulted by her. |
tried once, too, and she broke a bottle over my head.”

“What?' Lynn exclaims. “She did what? Wait, till | get my hands on that vile—"

“It was ages ago,” Mateo reassures her, but he looks happy when he looks at Lynn.
Despite my own dire situation, | can only smile. | get it. Having the person you love
defend you and have your back means more than anything else could. Noel had my
back against my family. He always has my back.



It's these final thoughts that sober me up completely. “I need to find him,” | say. “I
love Nodl, | really do, and | won’t leave him hanging in such a moment of weakness.
| won't leave because he fucks up once. But we do need to move past this issue of
him running when he is anxious, to be able to proceed with a healthy relationship.”

Mateo nods. “I get that, Aden.”
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He looks thoughtful, ailmost distant. There is something he isn’t telling me. “Do you
think he was jealous of Emil?’ | push.

“No, | don’t think heis,” Mateo mutters.

“What isit... tell me, please.”

“Make him tell you about his past,” Mateo says.
“1 know about his past.”

“l know you do, but maybe not of that part, and what it did to him and his
confidence.”

| nod tentatively. He is right, | need to get to the bottom of this to understand his
triggers and to know how to avoid them. “Do you know where he could hide?’

“1 tried the usual places,” Mateo says. “But heisn’t there.”

“The usual places?’

“He has a set of placesthat feel emotionally safe to him,” Mateo explains.

WEell, that’ s not the worst situation then, and dims my internal image of him lyingin a

dark aley, hurt and assaulted, alittle. However, Mateo just said he was howhere to be
found, making my heart sink once more. “Was he at none of these places?’



“l didn’'t say that,” Mateo hurries to reassure me. “1 was just able to check the places |
know. Sterlone knows more. | will call him immediately.”

“No, let me do that,” | say. “He has me on emergency dial, so | can reach him when
he isworking. Besides, | want to hear from him directly where to look.”

“1 think that’s for the best.” Mateo takes Lynn’s hand, and they move away a little to
give me some privacy.

| don’t waste any time and immediately call Sterling. True to his promise to pick up
whenever | call him, he does answer the phone. “I1t’ s something with the next exhibit,
isn't it?’ he asks before even greeting me. “1 had afeeling it would be. They probably
don’t want to show my work.”

His words surprise me, but as his mentor and supporter, they also fill me with relief.
Heisnervous, and showing nerves before an exhibition isa sign that it is important to
him. I made a good choice with him. “Everything is aright with the exhibition,” |
reassure him. “I am calling because of something else.”

Sterling is quiet for amoment, and then. “What did he do? What happened?’

“How did you know?’

“The only time you call me when it’s not for work is about Noel,” he says.

“Perceptive as usual.” | don't waste any time and summarize what happened,
including the incident last night.

“My God,” Sterling sighs. “I am sorry, Aden. I... Nodl is such a good guy, | know
you know that. But | also know how difficult it is to grasp him in moments of his
anxiety, and this comes from his best friend. | don’t even know what 1'd do if he were



my boyfriend. How are you holding up?’

With all our worry concerning Noel, no one-not even I-has asked this question. “I
am scared,” | admit.

“And?’

“lI might be atad angry,” | admit.

“That’s good, and healthy,” Sterling reassures me. “Noel needs to be able to handle
you being mad at him if he fucks up. Don’t be afraid of showing him how you feel.”

“ will.” | used to hold back all the time when | was with Emil, and it ate me up. Not
al of this is Emil’s fault. I could have had more of a backbone, too, especially
regarding myself and my own feelings. “But | know he runs when he is in panic.
WEe'll need to work around that somehow. Do you have an idea where he could be?’
“Mateo said he checked all the usual spots?’

11 Y%."

“There is one more,” Sterling muses. “He hardly goes there because it's not the
closest, but depending on what he needed when he left, he might have gone there.”

“Depending on what he needed?’
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“Usually, he runs to a safe place. It could be mine, for example, or Mateo's,” Sterling
explains. “But if he needs absolute silencearound him, there is just one place he could
have gone to. Do you have apen? | am going to tell you the address.”

| rummage in my pocket, taking out the pen and small notebook | aways carry
around. “Yes, go ahead.”

After Sterling gave me the address, his previous words make so much more sense.
“That’sin the middle of nowhere,” | mutter. “Don’t tell me, he went there on foot?’

“He probably did run parts of it, but might have taken a cab for the remainder of the
way,” Sterling says. “He is on autopilot usually when he has an anxiety attack. He
dissociates.”

| remember last night, after his mother assaulted him. There was a moment when
Noel seemed to be completely gone, far away in his mind.

“The place is safe, though,” Sterling continues. “1 promise. It's asmall cottage next to
alake, on private property.”

“How do you know that?’

“Because it belongs to me,” Sterling says, a tremor in his voice. “Or rather, it
belonged to my late grandfather, who abandoned us for years until he was at the end
of hislife, and wanted to make amends. Roxana and | both hate the place. | want to
sell it, but it’s hard to do so because it’ s run-down and in the middle of nowhere.”



His words linger with me for awhile, while | keep staring at the address. “Y ou have
it up for sale?’

“Yeah, been trying to sell it for two years now, but those who are interested either
don’t have the money, or they want to tear the place down and put a hotel there or a
golf course, and | am not ready to have the place ruined. It's a beautiful spot, you
know?’

“I"d need to look at it to make adecision,” | mutter.

“Excuse me?”’

“1 will go there immediately,” | tell him. “Once | have found him and scolded him, |
will make sure you know he is okay. Well,maybe not exactly in that order. But | will
send you and Mateo a message. For everything else, | will call you tomorrow.”

thirty

*ADEN*

It's night when | reach Sterling’ s cottage. He didn’t exaggerate when he said it needs
to have quite a lot of work done, but he didn’t convey how beautiful the surroundings
truly are. | am not surprised he doesn’'t want this to become a tourist spot. The lake
has a sandy beach, a private area and is suitable for swimming. There is a bridge, and
plenty of space to sit or lie comfortably. | was expecting a forest surrounding this
place, but it's al free, just bushes, some grass and a sandy beach. Almost asif | am at
the ocean, on awild, deserted island.

Funny how such a place exists so close to the buzzing city, and | had no idea it was
here. A true hidden gem.



“Aden...”

| turn around to see Noel. He must have heard the sound of my car and stepped
outside the cottage. He looks pale andexhausted, and as though he has been crying.
My eyes wander down to his hand, where he is holding his phone.

“1 ran out of battery when | arrived here earlier today,” he blurts out.

“Is that the reason no one was able to reach you?”’

“Yes, though... | guess right at the beginning | wouldn’t have been able to pick up
either way.”

Well, at least he is honest.

“l am so sorry,” he says, sounding miserable. “I didn’t mean to disappear like that. |
just... ran. And when | came to my mind again, | was here. My phone wasn’'t
working, and it was too late for me to walk back on foot.”

“Are you telling me you dissociated the whole way from my place to this?’ | ask,
instantly alarmed.

Noel looks anxious at my words, as if heis scared that | might reprimand him in case
he does. “It doesn’'t happen alot,” he hurries to explain. “Actually, it barely happens.
It used to happen when my parents would”—he stops before breathing a sigh—*when
they would beat me while they were drunk.”

| ook at him once more, noting how tired he looks. The run-in with his mother had a
long-lasting effect on him, like the last time. It's worse this time because she sought
him out in person. “1 won't let her bother you ever again,” | tell him. “Let’s go inside
and talk there.”



The inside of the little house is spacious and surprisingly well-built, but everything is
dusty, the furniture obviously ancient and run down, and it looks like there is some
water damage from the last couple of thunderstorms. The worst is the kitchen.
Nowthatcould do with aface-lift.

But al in all, this place has a charm to it, much more than | expected it to have, and a
lot of potential.

“How majorly did | fuck up?’ Noel asks.
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| turn to look at him. “You promised me you wouldn’'t run again,” | say instead of an
answer.

He looks crestfallen, but nods. “Y ou areright.”
“Why did you run this time?’

For a while, Noel stays quiet, then he sits down on the dusty sofa. “I used to take
drugs,” he tells me. “When | was ateen. ... my parents kept sending me to do their
dirty business and had me buy their drugs for them. They said a kid would be less
suspicious, and they were right.” He pauses. “I made friends.” He laughs bitterly,
before repeating the last words and using his fingers to put them under quotation
marks. “Obvioudly, not real friends, just people who wanted to sell stuff to me. |
never did the hard drugs, but still, 1 was pretty deep in, and | guess any longer and |
would have been sucked into the life and become my parents.”

My heart sinks for him. | don’t think | can truly imagine how horrible his upbringing
and hislifereally were. He was a child, and instead of being protected, he was abused
and taken advantage of. | finally close the distance between us and sit down next to
him. “Y ou did what you did to survive,” | tell him while trying to figure out what had
triggered him in histalk with Lynn. The puzzle pieces are slowly coming together.
“You lost your last boyfriend to drugs,” he blurts out, his eyesfilling with tears.

S0, that’swhat it was. “Noel—"

“1 know what you see when you look at me—"



“Nodl,” | interrupt him, this time sharply. “Would you let me get aword in, please?’

He shuts up, but hislips are still quivering.

“1 did lose Emil to drugs. | was devastated, but | already told you that losing him was
not all that ruined me; it was the toxicity of our relationship altogether. Because no
matter what | did, how much I tried, how often | begged, and how much Iwished my
love would be the reason for him to at least try, he wouldn't let me help him. He
would pretend to get better, just to take advantage of me and my money, and then fall
even deeper. | completely stopped dating after he died, and instead went for guys who
weren't my type at al because | knew they wouldn’t get me hurt.”

“l am your type,” he mutters.

“Yes, and | took the leap for you, because you are honest and very straightforward.
Y ou want to know what | see when | ook at you? | see a man who had it rough in his
childhood, who was parentified and forced to be responsible for an alcoholic mother
and an addicted father. He saw his parents rot, and had drugs thrown at him at a
young age. He couldn’'t help but get into drugs himself. He was forced to steal food
for his deadbeat parents. But he got free, and he got clean, and turned his life around
completely.”

“It'sjust...” he mutters. “I must remind you so much of Emil.”

His words give me a stitch in my chest. This is my fault. | should have told him
everything much sooner. Now he found out on his own, spiraled into an anxiety
attack, and now, is struggling with his self-doubt. “Y ou do, but not in the way you
think you do. Y ou showed me what could have been if Emil had allowed me to help
him. If Emil were honest and genuine.” | pause. “Noel, in case it isn’t obvious, you
areitfor me. | have never acted around a partner like | have with you.”



“1 love you, too,” he says before he lets out a frustrated groan. “And | ran again. | am
so sorry. | disappointed you. | promised you | wouldn’t.”

“You didn’t disappoint me, you hurt me, that’s vastly different.”

Noel palesat my words. “How is that any better? | don’t want to hurt you, ever!”

“Because it will happen in any relationship. There will be times you will hurt me, and
vice versa. We are just human, and we make mistakes. It doesn't mean | am
disappointed. We only need to learn how to handle the issues we have and how we
navigate them to have a hedlthy relationship.”

Noel pinches his nose. “1 need to do better in these situations.”

| put an arm around his shoulder and nod. “We can agree on that. | know you act on
instinct when your anxiety kicks in. But itdoestrigger me,” | admit. “ There were days
when Emil disappeared, and | had to search for him until I'd find him half-dead
somewhere. | know you are just retreating to calm down from your anxiety, but in my
mind, | already see you being hurt, or worse...”

“l wasn't aware,” he admits. “I... when my anxiety attacks, | just feel the need to run.
Not necessarily away from you, just to run.”

“Okay, | think | understand. But can we at least find a strategy? Something that
doesn’t make you run away and hide, and helps me know where you are.”

“You are not going to leave me?!” He looks so scared that it hurts my chest. Maybe
thisis also part of why he runs in such a situation. He is anxious and lacks trust.

“No, why would I? | don't like having to chase you like that, because it worries me,
but I am not going to leave you for having anxiety attacks.”



“So, what can | do?’ he asks.

“Let me hire atherapist for you,withoutarguing with me about money,” | say, noting
how he furrows his brows.

“Not fair,” he mutters.

“But this is benefiting both of us,” | point out. “If you want, | can occasionally join

youl.

“Y ou would do that?”’
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“Sure, | have enough baggage to talk about.”

This finaly draws a smile from him. “Alright, then | accept the
offer,withoutarguing... much.”

“You could also send me a message; one word would be enough.”

He nods, much to my relief, looking quite eager. “Yes, I... | will try doing that. But
what if | forget my phone? Or like today, when my phone is dead?’

“Then go to aplace | will find you at.”

“Why the fuck did | not think about that?’ he exclaims. “I can absolutely do that. But
where to?’

“How about here?’
“Here.” He blinks. “It’s Sterling’ s old place. He got it from his grandpa.”

“He told me he doesn’t like it much because his grandpa pretty much disowned him
and never helped him or his sister, until the very last,” | say.

“That’strue.”
“Heasosaidit'sup for sale,” | say.

“You... you want to buy it?’ he asks, stunned.



“Why not? It's the type of place we both dreamed of as a retreat, didn't we?’ | look
around. “It needs some work, but it definitely can become a safe space.”

Noel’ s eyes widen. “Under one condition.”

“And what’ s that?’

“1 want to contribute. | am going to be free of my debt soon, and your lawyer told me
| probably will get some compensation, too, for the last couple of years. | know |
can’'t add much to the deposit, but | want to put alittle bit on it.”

| want to tell him to save his money for his studies or just enjoy life a bit, but looking
at him now, | know it's important to him. “I will tell Cedric to contact my lawyer,” |
say. “He will draft a contract for you. In case something happens to me, you will own
the place. And in case we separate, you will own it too.”

“But that’ s not fair.”

“It is fair. You are contributing as much as you can, and it's just fair, you get
something in case things turn wrong between us.” | take his hand. “1 know deep down
you are a romantic, Noel, even if you try to be rational, and | love that about you.
Actually, | think | am the same. But remember how you told me you can’t quit your
job, because you need to stay independent in case things go wrong between us?’

He nods.

“This is exactly the same situation. There are times you need to be selfish too, and
think about your own safety and future.”

Noel rubs over his face with the palm of his hand. “I am working on being more
reasonable.”



“For what it’sworth, | don’t think you are unreasonable.”

“Then, | will try to be more trusting,” he says. “Also, in myself.” He looks around.
“The place isromantic, isn't it? Wild and romantic.”

“1 thought the same.”

“We'll plan this together, won't we?’ he asks. “That alcove there, wouldn't that ook
nice for aplace you could paint at?’

| nod. “And here,”—I point at the middle of the room—*is the perfect place for a
carpet, where you could lie naked, and | could draw you.”

Noel grins. “No one would ever believe meif | told them how silly you can be.”

“That'swhy | saveit for you,” | say.

Nodl tilts his head, a thoughtful expression on his face. “I like the sound of that,” he
admits. “ Shall we go home? | don’t think we can stay the night.”
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“We probably could,” | mutter. “But | doubt we'd want to. Let’s go.”

Before we can leave, Nodl halts, forcing me to stop. “1’d like to take you up on your
offer,” hefinaly says.

“Which one?’
“1 want to move in with you.”

My heart stutters for a moment. | thought it would take him a bit longer to agree to
moving into my place.

He grins. “You look shocked.”

“1 didn’t expect you to agree so soon,” | admit.
“Does that mean you changed your mind?’
“Not at al. | told you, | am all in.”

Noel smileswarmly. “I am all in, too.”
thirty-one

*NOEL*

Mateo and Lynn carry my cupboard inside, both of them laughing because Mateo is



so tall, he constantly hits his head somewhere. He has always been insecure about his
height, but Lynn is pretty tall too, and it seems that together with her, he sees
everything much lighter.

“This one goes in the corridor upstairs?’ Lynn asks me.

“Yes. Areyou two okay?’

“We are coping,” Mateo grins. They put the cupboard down for a moment to catch
their breath.

“Thisisnice,” Lynn muses, brushing over the wooden surface with her hand. “Good
quality.”

“The only quality piece | own,” | admit. “It was my dad’'s. He sold everything else,
but somehow forgot he had that one in the garage. | always liked it. As akid, it gave
me fairytale vibes.”

| don’t own much, so moving isn't exactly a big deal for me. Aden wanted to hire
someone to do it for us, but after | showed him what we needed to move, he saw
reason and just rented a bigger car to be able to transport my stuff in one go.

Plus, al of our friends offered to help out. | am happy that Lynn and Mateo are here,
in particular. After the drama | caused a week ago when | ran to the lake house, | am
glad | can show Lynn that | am not that unstable.

| am lucky to have such amazing friends. No one called me out on what happened,
not even Lynn, and she certainly had the most reason to do so. For one, sheis Aden’'s
friend and probably worried about him; and second, she was there and saw everything
first-hand.



| talked to her briefly about what happened to make sure she knows | would never
betray Aden, but she assured me that she knew what happened and why, and that |
don’t need to apologize to her.

As for Mateo and Sterling, they were just relieved to hear that Aden and | talked it
out and found a constructive way around our issue.

“Did you and Aden truly buy that old house from Sterling?’ Lynn asks, successfully
pulling me out of my thoughts.

“Yes, we did. Aden had the contract set up yesterday,” | say.

“He was over the moon,” Mateo says. “I mean Sterling. | think that despite how much
he despised his grandfather, he is glad that his old family property fell into your
hands now, and he knows you are going to renovate it and not bulldoze the whole
area. Plus, he can pay Roxanna s student loan now.”

“30, that’s how he will use the money,” | muse. “I figured.”

“He is going to pay for her education fully now,” Mateo says. “And guess what, he
paid some of my student debt too, plus put down the deposit for a new apartment. He
wants to own a bigger place, so he can do his art there peacefully.”

“That isamazing!” | exclaim.

Mateo smiles and nods. He doesn’t mention it, but | know that ever since Sterling
came under Aden’s mentorship, Mateo’s salary has increased a lot. He gets a certain
percentage of the sales and also a salary from Sterling himself. At the beginning, he
did most of it for free, but now it's afull-time job, and Ster is the last one who would
rip off afriend. He couldn’t have done it without Mateo, and he knowsiit.



Page 97

Source Creation Date: July 9, 2025, 7:33 am

| have also heard that there are other artists reaching out to Mateo now, to have him
as their manager.

| am just so happy to see both my friends flourishing.
“Do you need help with the cupboard?’ | ask.
“No, you were busy in the kitchen, weren’t you?’ Lynn asks.

“Yes, Aden and | ordered a bunch of utensils for me,” | explain. “I am going to afew
barkeeping courses soon and want to practice at home.”

“Adenislucky,” Lynn sighs.

“All the more reason for you to visit us often,” | point out.

Lynn grins. “Don’t need to tell me again, because | willdefinitelycome over plenty.”
She looks at me with a smile. “I told you once, Noel, and | stick to it: Thisis good.
Y ou and Aden arereally good together.”

Instead of rebuffing her by telling her how | think he is too good for me and that he
brings more to the table than a nutcase like | do, | decide to have confidence in my

relationship and show it. “I love being with Aden,” | tell her. “Heisamazing.”

“He says the same about you,” Mateo says. He stretches his muscles. “Well then,
Lynn, love, are we ready to get this upstairs?’



“We are,” Lynn turns to me with a soft smile. “He calls me ‘babe’,” she whispers.
“And ‘love’ . No guy ever did that.”

| give her the thumbs up and nod. It's very Mateo to shower his significant other with
love and respect. | am glad she reciprocates.

While the two of them continue their way upstairs, another person comes through the
front door. “Where do you want these two boxes?” Sterling asks, without putting
them down.

“They should have alabel,” | say. “Wait, let me check.” | study them before nodding.
“Bedroom, please.”

As Sterling walks past me, he smiles. “I am very happy for you,” he says. Nothing
more, but between him and Mateo, he is less forthcoming with words, so it makes me
happy he comments on my decision. Knowing | have his and Mateo’'s approval
means something special to me, actually more than | can imagine.

While Sterling stumbles upstairs, Cedric seeks me out. “I am going to organize some
lunch for us. Mr. Randall usually eats around that time in the office.”

“Thank you, try to keep it smple.”

“1 was thinking about wraps,” he says. “Won't make much waste and are easy to eat.”
| nod my approval, grinning when Cedric dashes off full of motivation. Despite his
chipper attitude and his lack of experience, the guy is a born assistant. Strangely, he
aways knows what Aden wants. Thinking about Aden makes me want to look for

him immediately.

Heisin the living room, talking to the carpenter about the small bar we had designed



for me. | wait for him to be done talking before hugging him from behind. Aden turns
around, brushing through my hair. “Is everything okay?’

Heis still worried about me. Well, after the way | had a full-fledged panic attack and
ran to hide at Sterling’' s—our—house at the lake not even aweek ago, | get why heis
nervous. “I am fine” | reassure him. “lI promise, if anything even remotely
triggersme, | will tell you. But really, Mom hasn't reached out to me, and she is
usually my biggest trigger.”

“l am not trying to be patronizing,” he says. “I am just alittle worried.”

It reminds me of how he said that my disappearing triggers him, too. | guess we'll
both need some time to adapt to our new realities, and | probably need to be more
aware of the things | do that might hurt him.

“1 have reached out to the therapist Cedric recommended,” | tell him.

“Oh, realy?’

“Yes, | did so yesterday. | was early at work and did some paperwork for the boss,
then figured | could use the thirty minutes | had before opening to make that call.” |

pause. “ Cedric isreally good.”

“1 know,” Aden chuckles. “He has a passion for the job, which is why | hired him.
Plus, | don’'t get on his nerves.”

“You could never get on anyone s nerves!” | exclaim.
“You say that because you have rose-tinted glasses on and are obviously head over

heels in love with me,” he says in that usual dry humor, he only shows me and,
sometimes, Lynn.



“1 am confident you could never get on my nerves,” | add.
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“That’'s what | am hoping for, too,” he says. “But a work, | guess, | can be a
perfectionist. My other assistants hated my guts. Cedric, however, doesn’'t mind.”

“You click with him,” | agree. It's so funny, though, since Aden and Cedric are
nothing alike. How in the world these two can work together so well is beyond my
understanding, and | know it's a'so beyond Lynn’'s. She is just happy he finally has
someone who can keep up with him, and | am happy that Cedric is nice, honest, and
genuinely wants to do hisjob well.

Aden puts an arm around my shoulder. “ So, you gave the therapist a call?”

“Yes, his first open spot is next month, but I’ll definitely be seeing him then.” |
pause. “If... and | am not even sure it will happen—but if he wants to see you too,
would you really come?”’

“Yes,” he says promptly, then hesitates for a moment. | am almost scared he will go
back on his promise, but then Aden shrugs. “I think | should probably see someone
myself. Wouldn’'t do any harm, would it?’

“1 think it would be good,” | admit. “Y ou have alot of baggage from your upbringing
to boot, and... then there was Emil.”

“1 thought | moved past it al,” he admits. “But | feel like | do carry some baggage in
my relationship with you, and with Lynn and Mom.”

| nod, making sure to put on a serious expression. “Wherever you go, go with all your
heart.”



“God, Nodl,” Aden snorts. “In which cheesy calendar did you read that one?’

| grin, happy that my little joke hit. “No calendar. A fortune cookie!”

Aden looks at me, amused. “It’s amazing how you manage to surprise me daily.”
“Isthat good or bad?’

“Good,” he says, winking at me. “Keep the surprises coming.”

thirty-two

Epilogue

*ADEN*

Cedric dashes around us, as if he is being chased by something or someone. It would
be annoying if he weren't totally focused on his task and eager to get the job done. As
usual, he is brimming with motivation. “Make sure not to knock something over,” |

call after him, just to make sure.

He turns and nods. “ Of course, sir, | will be careful!” With that, he skillfully runs past
some sculptures as if heisin avideo game, dodging like an expert.

| decided to let him handle things on his own. He has proven himself plenty by now,
and | know he can handle the organization part, as well as the influencers in the art
scene.

TV coverage is still on me, though, and this time it's going to be particularly
important because Sterling will be covered also. Besides that, it's the first time I’ll
openly be attending such a huge event, not as a single man.



“I trust you to talk to the media as usual,” Lynn says.

| nod. “Don’t worry, | haveit covered. |s Sterling ready?’

“As ready as he can be,” Lynn chuckles. | turn my head to see how Sterling is
standing in front of his most prominent new painting, looking like he wishes he could
do some touch-ups. Mateo is next to him with afrown on his face.

“Mateo looks like he wants to drag him away from there.”

“That’s pretty close, actually.” Lynn chuckles. “Sterling claims he isn’'t happy with
the painting and wishes he could redo it.”

“That’s normal. | thought like that all the time,” | reassure her. “Tell Mateo there is
no need to worry.”

“But | like him hot and bothered,” Lynn grins.

Talking about hot... Noel has our stylist help with his suit and touch up his makeup,
looking more nervous than Sterling. It's an official exhibition opening, and he will be
there as my official plus one. | didn’t want him to feel obliged, but he agreed to it on
his own terms, claiming he wants to go fully official with me, for everyone to know.

Everyone we care for aready knows anyway.

“Mr. Randall,” Cedric pops up next to me. “Your mother and brother are already
here. Should | let them enter?’
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“Yes, definitely let my mother come in, so she can look around in peace. As for
Oliver, he can comein early, aslong as he doesn’'t get on my nerves,” | say. “Keep an
eye on him, please.”

“Will do!” With that, Cedric dashes away, happily disappearing through a side exit,
probably to pick up Oliver.

“First time you let one of them come,” Lynn muses. “Are you sure you are okay with
it?’

“No,” | say honestly. “But he is really putting an effort into respecting my
boundaries. | don’t know, maybe it's an olive branch | am extending to him. Just him
for now, though.”

“Knowing him, that probably makes him happy,” Lynn says.

“If you say it like that, it might make me change my mind.”

Lynn elbows me and grins. “Instead of your brother, better worry about your
boyfriend.”

She isn't wrong. Noel 1ooks more nervous than usual. He has had a couple of busy
weeks, both with work and an extra class his boss sent him to. Then, we were also
busy with renovating our lake house. It’'s all been a bit much, and | have promised to
steal him away for a couple of days once the holidays approach.

“How come you look so confident when you are behind the bar, but now look like



you are about to sneak away?’ | tease.

“I am fing,” he mutters. “This is just not my usua playing field. This is more your
territory.”

“Don’t worry too much,” | reassure him. “Y ou look perfect, and you are still hereasa
guest. You don’t need to be anything but yourself.”

“You keep saying that,” he sighs. “And | am trying to believe you, but it’s not easy.”
He pauses. “We are going to spend the weekend in the house by the lake, aren’t we?”’

“Definitely. | want to have some peaceful, quality time with you,” | say.

“When you say that, it sounds dirty.”

“Asif I'd ever think something dirty.”

Noel furrows his brows. “Right. Y ou are such an innocent soul.”

| chuckle and take his hand. “Come, let’s say hello to my mom.”

His eyes instantly light up. Over the last couple of months, he has befriended my
mother. It seems like she is giving him abit of security and motherly love, something
he missed from his own mom. The latter has tried to harass him once more, but this
time, | made sure my lawyer was prepared. Here and there, she reaches out to him,
and there is nothing we can do to stop her from doing it.

And every time she does, Noel hurts. Fortunately, he has his own place of retreat,
now, that | can reach. If he genuinely needs to run, he goes to our house at the lake.
We keep an extra phone there and a charger, in case his phone dies and he can't
contact me any other way. | have noticed, though, that his anxiety doesn't kick in
regularly anymore. Before, it was every time he talked to his mom or when she



contacted him, but now he has better tools to deal with his panic attacks.

“S0, | am only accompanying you. | don’t need to talk to the media?’

“Don’'t worry,” | reassure him for the nth time. “If anyone bothers you, just leave or
give Lynn, Cedric, or me asign.”

“And | really don’'t have to do anything tonight?’ he asks.

“Weéll, later tonight you can do—"

“Oh, my God, don't finish that sentence!” Noel elbows me before grabbing my arm.
Heisgrinning now. “If only the media knew how dirty you can be.”

| nudge him softly. “Good thing you are the only one who knows.”

“Your secret is safe with me.” He leans forward a little. “Actualy, | love that side of

you.

“My secret one?”’

“The one that will make you drag me out of the car tonight and fuck me against the
wall.”

“30, that’ s what you want to do later,” | muse. “I think | can oblige.”

When Noel smiles and leans into my embrace, | feel my heart and chest swell with
warmth and love. It's been so long since | felt so complete. To be honest, it might
even be the first time in my life that | feel so whole and complete. Even with the
smaller bumps in the road, even knowing that we still have issues ahead of us we'll
need to tackle, I am confident we are going to be aright. Noel is willing to work on
his anxiety, and | am willing to work on the baggage | till carry around.



Knowing that | have someone | love at my side, someone who loves me the same
way | love them, is truly humbling. | was lucky to have met Noel, and lucky that
Lynn was the friend she s, pushing me to step out of my comfort zone.

Now that | have found thisluck, | will never let go of it again.



