
  
    [image: The Saturday Boy]
  

  
    
      The Saturday Boy

    

    
      
        Joseph Mercury

      

    

  

  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Joseph Mercury (Previously published online under the pseudonym Boy Mercury X)

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. The characters, names, businesses, places, and incidents portrayed in this story are either the products of the author’s imagination or have been used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Reader Advisory: This book contains explicit sexual content and is intended for mature audiences only.

      To request permissions, contact the author at: boymercuryx@gmail.com

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Joseph Mercury

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      The decision to hire outside help for Shabbos had been building for months in the usual family way. There had been a series of small inconveniences that my mother eventually decided constituted a moral and practical failure.

      Someone had left a light on in the hallway the previous Saturday and no one could turn it off. The thermostat had been left too high one Friday in November and my father had spent the evening in an undershirt, sighing.  Finally, Someone had accidentally set the oven timer instead of the clock, and the kitchen had beeped shrilly from Friday evening until Saturday night. 

      A day later, she announced that we were getting help.

      “Other families do it,” she said, as if this settled the theology. “It’s just practical.”

      "You mean a Shabbos goy," I said from the kitchen sink.

      My mother winced, the way she did when someone used an academically outdated term. "We don't need to use that phrase, David. It sounds so archaic and exclusionary. We’re simply hiring Saturday help to… manage the utilities. The things we can’t do on the Sabbath." 

      My father made a noise that meant he agreed in principle but reserved the right to find the whole thing slightly embarrassing. 

      I found the entire thing faintly ridiculous myself, and therefore felt uniquely qualified to observe it. I knew someone was coming. I just hadn’t expected the person who appeared.

      The doorbell rang a little after four-thirty. I opened it and found a guy standing there with a small black notebook already open in one hand.

      For a second I just stared. And he stared back.

      He glanced at the number on the door, then back at me.

      “Hi, I’m Patrick,” he said. “Is this the right address for the job? Someone to help with the lights and the thermostat and whatever else on Saturdays.”

      I don’t know what I had expected. A non-Jewish retiree, maybe, or a housewife, making a little supplementary income. Someone older, quieter. Less interesting. What I had not expected was a guy my age wearing a jacket with my city college logo on it. A straight-up jock. Thick-necked, close-cropped red hair, a toothy grin. Broad through the shoulders, in a clean gray T-shirt underneath the open jacket. A guy who took up space just by existing.

      I recovered enough to step back. “It is. My mother’s in the kitchen. Come in.”

      He took off his chunky sneakers without being asked, leaving them neatly arranged by the door, and followed me down the hall. The house suddenly felt much smaller with his broad shoulders filling the narrow hallway and the padding of his white athletic socks on the floorboards. 

      My mother looked up from the counter with the expression she wore when a plan was landing exactly as she’d hoped.

      “Patrick. Perfect timing. I’m Mrs. Goldstein. I was just thinking we should walk through everything while there’s still light.” She gestured toward me. “This is my son David. You two are actually at the same college.”

      Patrick looked at me again, a little more carefully this time, and gave a friendly nod. “Oh yeah? Small world.”

      It did not feel like a small world. Looking at him—the blond hair on the back of his neck, the easy physical confidence, the college jacket worn like it was made for him—I had the distinct impression we did not even live on the same planet. Same campus, maybe. Same zip code. Different atmospheric conditions entirely.

      "Now, Patrick," she said, using her patient, elevated voice. "From sundown tonight until sundown tomorrow, we do not operate machinery. We do not kindle a fire, and we do not alter electrical currents. It is a day of complete rest."

      Patrick nodded slowly, writing this down. "No electricity. Got it."

      "Exactly. We can handle Friday night ourselves," she said, offering a tight, benevolent smile. "So your shift will be on Saturdays, from noon until the Sabbath ends. We will be walking back from synagogue when you arrive. You'll need to adjust this thermostat." She tapped the plastic casing. "But you must not ask us if we are hot or cold. You must simply observe the situation and use your best judgment."

      Patrick clicked his pen. "Noon until it ends. When does it end?"

      "The Sabbath doesn’t end until we can see three distinct stars in the night sky. So you will need to stay to turn on the evening lamps, ensuring we aren't sitting in pitch black waiting for the stars."

      Patrick looked up from his notepad, his brow furrowing slightly. "Three stars."

      "Yes."

      Patrick stared at her for a second, then looked down at his notebook. "Okay," he said softly. "I can do that."

      My mother gave some more details, with the pleased air of someone whose new system was already proving its worth. I stood off to the side and watched the whole exchange, more interested in the casual drop of his jeans off his rear than the actual household mechanics.

      When my mother was called away to tend to the brisket in the oven, Patrick and I were left alone in the hallway for a moment. He glanced at his notes, then at me.

      "So," he said, keeping his voice low, as if we were already sharing a secret. "I just wait until someone complains about the heat to the room in general, and then I jump in."

      "You're catching on." I meant it to sound flat, but it came out a little more friendly than intended.

      He leaned back against the opposite wall. The hallway was narrow, and with Patrick standing in it, there didn't seem to be much space left. "And I don't ask questions."

      "Right," I said. "Or better, you anticipate."

      “What if I anticipate wrong?”

      “Then we all suffer.”

      He grinned. “Then I’d better not let that happen.”

      He looked down at the notebook again, wrote one more line, and mouthed the word as he did it—An-tic-i-pate—then underlined it once, firmly. The tip of his tongue appeared between his lips as he concentrated on the stroke.

      Outside the kitchen window the light was starting to thin. Sundown was coming. 

      My mother returned with a final burst of practical information, thanked Patrick twice, and walked him to the door herself. I stayed in the kitchen. 

      I had the sudden, unwelcome sense that I had just handed him something more useful than a household tip.
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      On Saturday, we got back from synagogue a little after twelve-thirty. The brisket had been sitting on the hot plate since Friday night, and the house smelled of slow beef, and there was the particular quiet that always settled after the morning service.

      Patrick was already there. He had left his chunky sneakers neatly by the front door and was standing in the dining room in jeans, a plain T-shirt, and white athletic socks. The Friday-night dishes were stacked in the kitchen. He had already rinsed what the rules allowed and set the table for lunch. He looked entirely out of place among the good chairs and the white tablecloth, and somehow still looked like he belonged to the job.

      My mother stopped in the doorway. She took in the set table, the absence of the usual clutter of Friday-night plates, and the fact that he was already in position. Her expression shifted into the particular satisfaction she reserved for systems that were working better than expected.

      “Patrick. You’ve already—look at this.” She gestured at the table. “I wasn’t expecting you to start on the dishes.”

      He gave a small, easy grin. “I figured it wouldn’t hurt. I let myself in like you said.”

      We sat down to eat. My mother sat up a little straighter than usual. Not unfriendly, just more composed. The presence of an audience required better posture.

      The brisket was tender, the potatoes had gone soft in the best way, and for a few minutes it was almost ordinary. Then my mother glanced toward the thermostat, then at my father.

      “Jonathan,” she said. She was not quite asking a question. “Doesn’t it feel a little warm in here to you?”

      My father made a noncommittal sound and kept eating. Patrick, who had been standing near the doorway with his notebook tucked into the rear pocket of his jeans, simply moved. He crossed to the thermostat and adjusted it.

      A moment later the vents hissed softly to life. Cool air began to push into the room.

      My mother inhaled deeply.

      “Thank you, Patrick.”

      “You’re welcome, Mrs. Goldstein,” he said, and it sounded like he meant it.

      By one o’clock the lunch had settled and the air conditioning was doing its job. My mother set her napkin down, glanced at my father, and announced that they were going upstairs to read for a while.

      This was the cue. They would disappear into their room and not emerge for hours.

      The house went quiet in stages. First the upstairs floorboards, then the click of their door, then nothing. I reached up, pulled the bobby pin out of my hair, and took off my yarmulke. I shoved the little knit disc into my pocket, relieved to be done with the performance.

      I carried a couple of plates into the kitchen and found Patrick at the table with an open textbook and a highlighter. He looked up when I came in.

      “Hey. You can go sit in the living room. The chairs are a lot more comfortable.”

      “I’m fine,” he replied. “I don’t want to be in the way if they come back down.”

      “They won’t,” I said. “Not for hours. It’s the Shabbat nap. A sacred institution. Nothing better to do and nowhere else to be.”

      He smiled a little at that and looked back at the page.

      I leaned against the counter across from him, hands resting on the edge behind me. I couldn’t wash the dishes — only cold water, and even that was a gray area — and I couldn’t open the refrigerator just to have something to do. So I stayed where I was.

      I looked at the cover of his book. Urban Sociology.

      Patrick noticed. “Professor Miller,” he said, not looking up. “Know him?”

      “No. Humanities.”

      “He mumbles,” Patrick said, finally leaning back in his chair. He let the highlighter rest against the spine of the book. “I spend half the lecture trying to figure out if he’s talking about zoning laws or what he had for breakfast.”

      It was a painfully normal conversation. We could have been sitting in the student union or a coffee shop on campus. But we weren’t. We were in my Sabbath kitchen, while my parents slept above us.

      “So,” Patrick said, folding his arms. The movement pulled the fabric of his T-shirt tight across his chest. “I passed the first test.”

      “The thermostat? The dishes were a nice touch.” I couldn’t help giving a small grin. “You did okay.”

      “I was anticipating.” He tilted his chin up with a little pride that made my stomach do a stupid flip. “It’s a delicate art.”

      “She was fanning herself with a napkin, Patrick. She wasn’t exactly subtle.”

      “I wanted to be sure,” he said. “I didn’t want to overstep. There are a lot of rules.”

      “You’re doing fine,” I said again.

      “I think I actually kind of like it.”

      I stared at him. “You like Sabbath?”

      “I like the discipline,” he said, shrugging one broad shoulder. “The structure of it. One day where you have to stop. Everything else just… waits.”

      I stared at him for a second.

      “You like it.”

      “Yeah. Is that weird?”

      “It’s ridiculous.” I kept my voice even. “My family isn’t even religious. We’re incredibly secular. We eat bacon. Super progressive.” I gestured toward the refrigerator door, which was a chaotic mosaic of ACLU magnets, a Doctors Without Borders clip, and a new bilingual decal that said PEACE in English, Hebrew, and Arabic. “Then six months ago my mother decided we needed to do… something with our cultural heritage, and suddenly we’re performing the whole thing. Candles, synagogue, the works.”

      Patrick considered that. “So they just learned all these rules.”

      “Oh my god, yes. Books, YouTube videos.”

      The tip of his tongue stuck out between his lips, like he was thinking hard.

      “That makes it even better,” he said finally. “They don’t have to do it. They’re choosing it.”

      I gave a short laugh. “They’re choosing it. I’m just stuck with it while I’m living here until I get my degree. Total hostage situation. You’re aiding and abetting.”

      He grinned, quick and unbothered, and opened the textbook again.

      “I’ll try to be a responsible accomplice.”

      Outside, the afternoon light had gone soft and flat the way it did on quiet Saturdays. The vents kept up their low hiss. Upstairs, my parents were already lost to the Sabbath nap.

      Patrick turned a page. I stayed where I was, watching the gold-red hair at the back of his neck where the crop was shortest, and tried to decide whether I was annoyed that he liked the day or something else entirely.
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      By the third Saturday, the arrangement had already started to feel ordinary.

      Patrick’s sneakers had a usual place by the door. He no longer needed the notebook for the basic circuit of the house. When we came back from synagogue a little after twelve-thirty, he was in the dining room in jeans and T-shirt or hoodie and white athletic socks. My mother only sat up half a degree straighter than she would have for anyone else.

      He integrated into my parents’ domestic theater with an ease that was almost annoying. 

      Before my mother even had to reach for her napkin, Patrick simply adjusted the thermostat and the vents answered. The lamps that would be needed later were already positioned. It was understood he would have the electric kettle ready when they woke. 

      No one commented on any of it. It had become part of the choreography.

      By a little after one o’clock, my parents had made their synchronized retreat up the narrow brownstone stairs. The house settled into its deep afternoon quiet.

      I took off my yarmulke, put it in my pocket, and carried plates to the kitchen. Patrick was already there, textbook open.

      “Is it okay if I step out for a second?” he asked, looking past me toward the glass pane of the back door. “I’ve been looking at that space every week.”

      I looked out at it with him.

      The backyard of the brownstone was barely worthy of the name, a square plot of old brick with a few rosebushes against the rear wall and a single struggling fern in a cracked pot. The brick underfoot was uneven, warped by freeze and thaw. The roses themselves were leggy and overgrown, the kind that had been planted with optimism and then mostly ignored.

      My mother was an academic and my father was a psychiatrist. Neither of them believed in engaging with dirt, and I, their son, had almost forgotten the yard existed.

      “Sure,” I shrugged.

      I pushed the screen door open and held it. Patrick walked past me. His shoulder brushed mine as stepped right out onto the warped patio in his white athletic socks, completely unbothered by the dirt.

      The heat of the afternoon was trapped between the high brick walls of the neighboring brownstones. It smelled better out there.

      I let the door tap shut behind us and leaned my weight on a rusted wrought-iron patio chair that wobbled precariously. Patrick didn’t stay near the house. He crossed the small yard and crouched near the far fence.

      His green T-shirt had been washed so many times it was practically soft gray. It stretched across his shoulders, riding up just enough as he moved to expose the small of his back and the white waistband of his briefs above the lip of his blue jeans.

      He wedged his fingertips into the dirt between two loose bricks, quietly inspecting the masonry. The tip of his tongue appeared between his lips the same way it had when he first underlined anticipate in the notebook.

      “Brick’s in rough shape,” he said. “Water’s got nowhere good to go.” He stood up and toed one of the raised edges lightly with his socked foot. “See how it’s pitching toward the house there? The ground’s heaving underneath and shoving everything up. You dig it out, fix the pitch so it drains away from the house, put a proper bed down, then the floor will sit.”

      “If by ‘the floor’ you mean the ruins of our patio, then yes,” I said. “We are thriving.”

      Patrick ignored the sarcasm. He moved closer to the roses. They were past their first meager bloom, a few spent flowers still hanging on among the long, poorly supported canes. He studied them with patience.

      “These want a hard prune,” he said. “And they’re too close to the wall. Airflow’s bad. You’d get less blackspot if they had another foot of space.” He reached out and took hold of one of the thickest dead canes. I watched the muscles in his forearm go taut as he gave it a sharp, testing pull. The dry wood groaned but didn’t snap. “Half of this is just dead weight. You could clear the worst of it, cut the rest back hard, and the whole corner would open up.”

      He wiped his hands on the thighs of his jeans and stepped back, eyes tracking the perimeter of the yard.

      “The hardscaping is actually really solid,” he said. “You could do a lot with this space. If you pulled the dead wood out, leveled the bricks, and gave the roses a proper cut, it would look twice as big.”

      “You know plants?” I asked.

      “Did landscaping a couple of summers,” he said. “You learn why things fail pretty fast. There’s a logic to it. Like this.” He made a small gesture that took in the whole slowed Saturday. “Even if the logic is that you’re not allowed to fix the obvious problems until tomorrow.”

      “Well, my parents don’t do physical labor,” I said, leaning on the rusted chair.

      “What about you?” Patrick asked, turning his head to look at me. His blue eyes were bright in the midday sun.

      “I have very soft hands, Patrick. I deal in metaphors, not mulch.”

      Patrick grinned. He dropped his gaze to my hands for a brief second before looking back at the overgrown corner. For a minute neither of us spoke. The narrow yard held the quiet differently than the kitchen did. The brownstone walls on either side made it feel like a small outdoor room.

      “It wouldn’t even be that hard,” he murmured. “Give me a couple of hours and I could clear the dead wood and get the bricks sitting flat again.”

      “But not on a Saturday,” I reminded him.

      “No,” he said, perfectly deadpan, catching the joke immediately. “I respect the heritage project. Plus, if the neighbors looked out their windows and saw me hauling dead rose canes on the Sabbath, your mother’s entire performance would be ruined.”

      He stretched his arms over his head, rolling the stiffness out of his shoulders. The green cotton of his shirt rode up, baring a strip of stomach and the waistband of his briefs again. He let out a long breath. There was a sheen of sweat already forming on his neck in the heat.

      “Besides, the roses will still be here next week. So will the brick. Nothing’s going anywhere.”

      He said it lightly, but the words hung in the small yard for a moment longer than they needed to. Above us, the house remained silent.

      Patrick rocked once on the balls of his feet, white socks against the old brick, and went back to studying the pitch of the paving as if it might reveal something new if he looked long enough.

      I stayed where I was and let him look.
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      I had started putting in real effort at the campus athletic center on Monday and Wednesday afternoons. Not just the elliptical with a lecture in my ears, actual lifting, the kind that left my shoulders and arms aware of themselves afterward.

      I told myself it was restlessness, or a belated interest in not wasting the membership. The truth was slightly more humiliating. Spending my Saturdays watching Patrick had made me acutely aware of my own lack of utility.

      I came home a little after three on Wednesday with a bag of books and the satisfying ache of that effort in my shoulders. I expected the usual weekday quiet. Instead, I heard a splintering crack coming from the back of the house.

      My mother’s voice came from the kitchen.

      “David? Is that you?”

      “Yeah.”

      I dropped my bag in the hall and walked through. The back door stood open. Through it, I could see Patrick in the micro-yard, shirtless, wearing heavy work gloves and a pair of beat-up cargo shorts. The afternoon sun caught the sweat across his shoulders and back, and his hair glowed.

      A small pile of dead rose canes already lay against the fence. Several of the worst bricks, pushed up by the heaving ground beneath them, had been lifted and set aside.

      

      I stood in the kitchen doorway for a second longer than I meant to, then turned to her.

      “What’s Patrick doing here on a Wednesday?”

      My mother was at the counter with a stack of student papers, the usual Wednesday grading spread.

      “I asked him to come. He told me about the drainage and the roses, it seemed silly to let things get worse when we have capable help already on the payroll. We’ll just pay him for the extra hours.”

      She said it the way she said most practical things, as if the decision were obvious in retrospect. Patrick had become part of the household’s problem-solving without anyone quite announcing the change.

      I went to the open door. His T-shirt was draped over the back of the rusted wrought-iron chair. I stood there for three long seconds, watching the muscles in his back shift and stretch as he leaned his entire weight into the base of the remaining rosebush.

      He glanced over his shoulder, saw me, and straightened, turning to face me. He was built solid and long-waisted, with a light smattering of gold-red hair across his chest and a dark brown birthmark just over the top of his left ribcage. He wasn’t cut, but he moved with the ease of a jock, someone who still lived in his body first. He pushed the gloves back on his wrists and gave a quick, easy grin.

      “Hey. Your mom drafted me. I’m gentrifying the local ecosystem.”

      “I see that.”

      He looked me up and down. I had showered at the gym and changed into a decent, light blue button-down shirt for the commute home, leaving the top three buttons open.

      “You want to give me a hand for a bit? It’s mostly just pulling and stacking at this point.” He nodded toward a second pair of canvas gloves resting on the rusted chair. “You’d have to lose the nice shirt, though. This stuff’s filthy.”

      I felt an internal pause, the one that had started showing up around him.

      Part of me wanted to stay in the doorway in my clean clothes and keep the day compartmentalized. Then there was the part that had been putting in real effort at the gym these last few weeks, paying attention to effort and resistance in a way I hadn’t before. The second part won.

      “Give me a minute.”

      I went upstairs, changed into an older T-shirt and a pair of shorts, and came back down. My mother had disappeared somewhere deeper in the house.

      Patrick stood there, sweaty, half-naked, and completely at ease. The brownstone walls suddenly felt dizzyingly high, and the space between us felt incredibly narrow.

      “I literally just got back from the gym,” I said, aiming for dry sarcasm but hearing the slight catch in my own voice.

      Patrick’s gaze dropped to my chest, then back up to my face. The corner of his mouth twitched. “Good. Then you’re already warmed up.”

      He tossed me the gloves. They were stiff and still warm from the sun.

      “Dead wood first,” he said. “Anything that doesn’t flex comes out. Then we dig out the worst of the base, get some sand down and grade. Bricks last.”

      The rose canes were worse up close, dry, thorny, reluctant. Patrick took the thickest ones, putting his weight into them until the roots or the crown gave. I hauled the cut lengths to the growing pile by the fence.

      Every few minutes I caught myself watching the way his back and shoulders moved under the effort, the flex of his forearms when he twisted a stubborn piece free, the clean line of sweat that ran down from his hairline.

      I finally gave in and pulled off my own T-shirt, throwing it on top of his.

      He looked me over. “Gym’s working.”

      And then he got back to the job. He didn’t say much. When he did, it was practical: which canes to leave, where the drainage was still pooling, how much better the corner would look once the mass was gone.

      After a while, he sat back on his heels, wiped his forehead with his forearm, and looked at what we’d cleared.

      “See? Already opens it up.”

      It did. The rear wall of the yard looked less crowded. Light reached farther across the uneven brick.

      I pulled off the gloves for a moment. My hands were pink from the work and marked with small scratches. Patrick glanced at them, then at my face, and gave the same unbothered grin he had used on the first Saturday.

      “Not so metaphorical now.”

      I must have looked blank.

      “You said you deal in metaphors, not mulch.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” I said, flattered that he’d remembered the line even though I had half-forgotten it myself.

      He stood, rolled his shoulders, and reached for the next section of dead growth.

      The sun had moved far enough that the high brick walls were starting to throw shade across half the yard. Inside the house, everything remained quiet. Outside, the only sounds were the scrape of wood and the low effort of two people taking something apart so it could eventually be put back better.

      I picked up the gloves again and went to help.
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      The hardest part of the next Saturday was the jarring return to the rules.

      We came back from synagogue a little after twelve-thirty to the usual smell of brisket and the usual quiet. Patrick was already there. He was standing in the dining room, hands shoved in the front pockets of his clean jeans, wearing a fresh navy-blue ringer tee and his white athletic socks.

      My mother gave him her usual, elevated smile of approval. “Good afternoon, Patrick.”

      “Mrs. Goldstein,” he said, giving a polite, easy nod.

      He looked entirely respectful. He looked like the responsible college student my mother had hired to manage the utilities. But I had spent the last three days trying to forget the exact shade of the dark brown birthmark on his ribs, and looking at him standing there in the formal dining room, playing his part, made the back of my neck feel hot.

      We sat down for lunch. My mother sat only fractionally straighter than usual. The performance had softened into habit.

      She announced, almost in passing, “Aunt Einan will be coming through next month. It’ll be good to have the garden looking less disastrous. One less thing for her to comment on.”

      My father stopped chewing. “Here? Next month?”

      “For Shabbat,” my mother added, with a deep sigh.

      No one made a speech about it. The name simply landed on the table with its usual weight. Patrick, standing near the doorway, gave no sign that the information meant anything to him. He only adjusted the thermostat when the room began to feel close, the way he now did without even a hint.

      After lunch, my parents went upstairs to read. The floorboards, the door click, the deep afternoon quiet. I took off my yarmulke and put it in my pocket.

      When I came into the kitchen, the back door was already open. Patrick stood in the frame with one arm thrown up against the wood, the short sleeve of his ringer tee pulled tight enough that the full line of his triceps showed. He was gazing out at the yard.

      “Come look at it in this light,” he said, without turning.

      He stepped out and I followed. The air was warmer than last week, trapped between the brownstone walls. The cleared corner changed the whole proportion of the space. It still wasn’t finished, but it was ours in a way it hadn’t been before.

      Patrick walked the perimeter the way he had the first time, only now he was checking work already done instead of problems still waiting.

      “Drainage’s better already,” he said. “Once the rest of the bricks are reset it’ll shed water the right way.” He gave a slow, asymmetrical grin. “Not bad for a few hours.”

      I nodded. I was more aware of him than I had been on any previous Saturday—the width of his shoulders in the T-shirt, the play of the light on his hair, the memory of the birthmark over his left ribcage, the fact that three days earlier we had both been shirtless and sweating in this same small rectangle of brick. The memory sat in the air between us and did not dissolve.

      “Who’s Aunt Einan?” he asked, reaching out to snap a small, overlooked dead twig from the nearest rosebush.

      “She manages the family purse strings,” I said. “Israeli. A hundred and eighty years old if she’s a day. A pitbull in a size-zero Chanel. My parents’ salaries didn’t buy this house, and they aren’t covering my tuition alone. She matters.”

      Patrick nodded slowly, processing this new structural flaw in my family’s system. “Sounds high stakes.”

      “Very.” I turned toward the house. “I’m going to go read in the living room until the panic sets in.”

      Patrick followed me back inside. His Urban Sociology textbook was open on the kitchen table. “I angled the blinds in the living room,” he said casually. “While you were still eating. So you’ll have enough light to read.”

      I stopped. I hadn’t noticed him leave the doorway, hadn’t registered any movement through the dining room at all. The left side of the sofa was exactly where I always sat. I hadn’t told him that either.

      “And there’s cold water in the fridge,” he added quietly. “The filtered pitcher. I put it in about twenty minutes ago so it would be properly cold by the time they went up.”

      “Because?”

      “You always drink it after the meal once the house goes quiet. Figured I’d have it ready.”

      He glanced over then, and the corner of his mouth turned up.

      He had noticed where I sat. He had correctly deduced I would want water. He had crossed the dining room and adjusted the blinds without me registering it at all. I looked at his broad shoulders, at the white socks planted firmly on the kitchen tiles.

      “Are you anticipating me now, Patrick?”

      His blue eyes caught the light as his grin widened just a fraction.

      “Just doing the job, Mr. Goldstein.”

      The formal address landed with a small, precise shock. It was partly a joke, partly something else. He had been paying attention to a private habit of mine and had acted on it without my asking. The rule we had established on the first Friday was now being applied to me.

      I turned to the refrigerator, hooked my fingers under the handle, and pulled the door open just long enough to take the pitcher out before the fan could think about starting. I poured two glasses. The water was exactly as cold as I liked it.

      We stood in the kitchen, looking out at the yard we’d altered together just beyond the window. Above us, the house stayed silent. Patrick’s white socks were smudged with the old brick dust. The gold-red hair at the nape of his neck was damp at the edges from the heat of the micro-yard.

      Nothing else happened. We didn’t discuss the Wednesday. We didn’t discuss the way the space between us had changed.

      We only stood there while the Sabbath afternoon stretched out, quiet and unresolved, and the knowledge of Aunt Einan’s possible visit sat somewhere in the house like a piece of furniture that had not yet been moved into place.
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      I pushed through the door of the campus café on Wednesday, looking for coffee and the table Rachel and I had claimed most weeks since the start of the semester. My messenger bag was slung over my shoulder, and when I gripped the handle I noticed the sleeve of my shirt tighten around my bicep.

      It wasn’t just that I’d come from the athletic center, though I had. It was that the new routine was paying off.

      I ordered, waited, then carried the cup toward the window tables. Rachel from the nineteenth-century novel seminar was already there, laptop open, holding her iced tea. She looked up as I sat down and studied me for a second longer than usual.

      “You look different,” she said. “In a good way.”

      A small, unhelpful flare of satisfaction moved through me. I kept my face even.

      “I’m turning over a new leaf,” I said. “Or at least a new shoulder injury.”

      We fell into the usual low-stakes departmental talk: who had over-prepared for the next meeting, which visiting speaker was likely to be unbearable, the general state of the coffee. It was easy and almost pleasant.

      I had mentioned Patrick to her once or twice. A few times, maybe, but always in the most carefully casual way, covering the family’s new Saturday arrangement, the college guy who came to handle the lights and the thermostat. I kept the description minimal. Responsible. Helpful. Slightly ridiculous. I never said anything about the birthmark or the way his triceps looked when he braced an arm against a doorframe.

      I was in the middle of minimizing him further—“Honestly, he’s just the person who makes sure we don’t freeze or sit in the dark. It’s not that interesting”—when the front door opened.

      Patrick had just come in. He was in a gray hoodie and joggers, backpack over one shoulder, moving with two other guys who peeled off toward a different table. He looked entirely at ease in the space, the way he looked entirely at ease in our dining room and our microscopic yard. He didn’t see us at first. He was scanning the board behind the counter.

      I straightened a little.

      “There he is,” I said. “Gray hoodie. Red hair.”

      Rachel turned.

      “That’s him?” she asked, already interested. “The Saturday guy?”

      “That’s him.”

      She watched him for another second. “Wait. Patrick Donovan is your Saturday guy?”

      “I don’t know his last name,” I said, wrapping both hands around my cup. “He just manages the ducts and the lights. He’s not my emergency contact.”

      Rachel kept looking. “He’s better looking than you made him sound.”

      Patrick ordered, then stepped aside to wait. When he turned, he caught sight of me and gave a small, friendly lift of his chin in greeting. No performative surprise. Just recognition. I returned it and looked back at Rachel, who was still watching him with open curiosity.

      “That’s definitely Patrick Donovan,” she confirmed, turning back to her iced tea. “My roommate was obsessed with his ex.”

      I mentally reviewed the sentence. It was a perfectly normal sentence. Except for the lack of a specific pronoun.

      “His ex,” I repeated. My voice sounded a little hollow.

      “Yeah. Josh. The tall guy who ran track?” Rachel’s eyes registered my frozen posture. The corners of her mouth slowly curled upward. “David. Did you think your Saturday Boy was straight?”

      The words landed with no preparation and no drama. She said them the way someone might say he’s a transfer student or he’s in the architecture program. Ordinary information.

      I could feel the careful machinery of my usual expression working harder than it should have to remain neutral.

      “I didn’t think about it at all,” I lied, my brain scrambling to re-contextualize the last month of my life. “It didn’t come up.”

      Rachel looked mildly surprised. “Oh. Well, now you know.”

      She said it kindly, without any sense that she had just rearranged the meaning of my week.

      Across the café, Patrick’s name was called. He collected his drink, then, instead of heading for the door, walked toward our table.

      “Hey,” he said. Up close, in the loud, looking up, he seemed even larger than he did in our narrow hallway.

      “Hey,” I managed.

      “Rachel, right?” Patrick said, giving her that same easy, asymmetrical grin. “Turner’s roommate?”

      “That’s right,” Rachel said. She looked from Patrick to me, apparently oblivious to my internal situation. “David and I were just talking about you.”

      Patrick’s eyebrows lifted a fraction, amused. “Should I be worried?”

      “Only about the thermostat,” I said, aiming for dry and landing somewhere near it.

      He laughed once, quiet. Then he reached out and gave my shoulder a brief, friendly squeeze as he turned to go, casual, completely ordinary.

      “See you Saturday, Goldstein.”

      “See you.”

      He left. My eyes tracked him without permission, the way the gray sweatpants sat on him, the easy athletic stride, until the stream of students outside the window swallowed him up.

      Rachel had already moved on to something about the seminar reading. I answered her on autopilot. The ache in my shoulders from the gym suddenly felt more noticeable. The coffee tasted slightly metallic.

      I sat there for another ten minutes, performing ordinary conversation, while the new information settled into place with the weight of something that had always been true and that I had simply not known.

      When I finally left the café, the afternoon light felt different on my face. I walked back toward the humanities building with the same bag of books I had carried that morning, and with the clear, unwelcome understanding that every previous Saturday and every hour in the micro-yard was going to have to be re-read.
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      By the time I got home, the light in the yard was already turning gold.

      My mother had a faculty dinner for a visiting scholar in her department and my father had gone with her. But the house wasn’t empty, or entirely quiet.

      Patrick was there, as he had been the last two Wednesday afternoons. The heavy gloves were on, the old cargo shorts, no shirt. 

      The final section of brick that had been pushed up by the heaving ground beneath, was mostly reset. Only a small uneven patch near the back wall was left undone. The rose canes that had survived the hard cut were tied back loosely with twine. The little square of yard no longer looked neglected.

      He glanced over when he heard the screen door.

      “Goldstein,” he said, barely suppressing a smile. “Good timing. I left you the annoying part.”

      “Of course you did.”

      I dropped my bag in the hall and went upstairs just long enough to change into shorts. I picked up a T-shirt, reconsidered, and came back down without it, letting the shorts hang loose on my hips.

      “The last little section never wants to sit flat,” Patrick said without looking up at my return. “You end up chasing the same two bricks around for twenty minutes.” He shrugged, one shoulder lifting. “Or you might like the puzzle of it.”

      I tugged on the second pair of gloves and crouched beside him. The bricks were warm. We worked in the familiar rhythm—the scrape of stone, the occasional short instruction, the low sound of effort. When I set one slightly off-true he nudged it with the thumb of his glove.

      “Other way. You’re thinking like a metaphor again.”

      “I contain multitudes,” I corrected.

      After a few minutes I said, without looking up, “My parents are out.”

      “I know. I let myself in.”

      We fitted two more bricks into place. 

      “You didn’t say you were gay.”

      Patrick tapped another brick level with the heel of his glove and only then answered.

      “You didn’t ask.”

      “Fair.”

      He sat back on his heels for a second, studying the line. “Would it have mattered?”

      “I’m still deciding.”

      He made a quiet sound that might have been a laugh and reached for the next brick. “Are you always this honest when your parents are out of the house?”

      “I’m experimenting.”

      “How’s it going?”

      “Inconclusive.”

      We kept working. The silence that followed was different from the earlier ones, charged, but not brittle. I was hyper-aware of the space between us, of the shift of muscle under his skin when he lifted and set each brick, of the fact that the knowledge from the café was no longer abstract. It was there in the yard with us.

      After a while he sat back again and surveyed the patch.

      “That’s going to do it,” he said. “Once this settles and we sweep, it’s finished.”

      I sat back too. The yard looked different in the late light, proportioned, intentional, no longer a problem to be managed. Something we had made.

      Patrick pulled off his gloves and dropped them on the chair. Sweat had left a clean line down his sternum and darkened the waistband of his shorts. He reached for the water bottle on the step, drank, then held it out without comment. I took it and drank too. The gesture was small, but appreciated.

      We stayed there for a minute, looking at the completed work. The high brick walls held the day’s heat. Inside the house, everything was still.

      “They’re out until late,” I said, though he already knew.

      “I know.”

      He said it simply. No raised eyebrows, no joke. Just the fact, placed between us.

      I could feel the old rule in action: notice, anticipate, act without being asked. The difference was that I was no longer the only one doing the noticing. Patrick’s attention had weight now. 

      I could feel it on the side of my face, on the line of my throat, on the places where the work had left dirt and dust on my arms and chest.

      He stood first. I stood with him. We were closer than required. The air between us had the density of a decision that had not yet been spoken.

      Patrick reached up and brushed a streak of brick dust from my cheek with the backs of his fingers. The touch was practical, and not practical at all. His hand didn’t immediately fall away.

      “You’ve got it all over you,” he said quietly.

      “I know.”

      His eyes moved over my face in the slow, deliberate way of someone who had decided to stop pretending he wasn’t looking. The gold-red hair at his temples was damp. The birthmark over his left ribcage rose and fell with his breathing.

      I didn’t step back.

      Neither did he.

      The house was empty, and the anticipatory rule that had started with thermostats and light switches and expanded to cold water and my reading light had nowhere left to go except forward.

      Patrick’s hand settled more firmly against my chest, no longer brushing dust, just resting there. I could feel the heat of his palm. He studied my face, reading, confirming, and then he closed the last of the distance himself.

      He didn’t ask.

      He turned his head and kissed me.

      His lips were dry and warm. As I leaned in, my hands finding the bare, damp skin of his hips, the kiss opened up, slower and wetter.

      “I didn’t ask you to do that,” I said, licking my lips.

      “No,” he said. His voice was low. “You didn’t. Do you want me to stop?”

      I shook my head once.

      Patrick’s mouth returned to mine, deeper this time. One of his hands came up to the side of my neck. When we broke apart again, we were both breathing harder.

      “Department faculty dinner,” I breathed against his lips. “They won’t be back until seven.”

      He glanced up the brick wall. “Upstairs?”

      He didn’t need to ask twice. We left the gloves and the water bottle and the finished yard behind us. The screen door slapped shut. The narrow stairs of the brownstone felt steeper than usual.

      By the time we reached the second-floor landing, his hand was already at the small of my back, guiding without pushing. 

      My parents’ room was at the front of the house. My bedroom door was at the rear. I opened it, he followed me in, and the quiet of the empty house closed around us.
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      The door clicked shut behind us.

      Patrick’s mouth was on mine again before either of us had taken more than two steps into the room. The kiss was harder now, less careful. His hands mapped my sweaty bare back, then slid down to the waistband of my shorts. I did the same to him, fingers finding the damp heat of his skin just above the cargo shorts. Brick dust still clung to both of us. It ground faintly between our chests when he pulled me tighter.

      He walked me backward until the backs of my knees hit the edge of the bed. I sat. He followed, kneeling on the mattress, still kissing me, one knee between my legs. When he finally broke the kiss it was only to look at me like he was confirming something he had already decided.

      “Yeah?” he asked, voice low.

      I nodded once. Then, because the old logic was still running in my head, I added, “It’s not Sabbath. You don’t have to follow the rules.”

      Patrick’s mouth curved, small and certain.

      “I like the rules.”

      That was enough.

      He hooked his fingers in the waistband of my shorts and dragged them down. I lifted my hips to help. My cock was already hard, curving up against my stomach. He made a quiet sound of approval and wrapped his hand around it, stroking once from base to tip with a dry grip that made my breath catch. Then he bent and took the head into his mouth.

      “Oh fuck,” I gasped, as I felt the slow slide of his tongue along the underside as he sank lower.

      I dropped back onto my elbows and watched the gold-red hair at the crown of his head move between my legs. He took his time learning the angle of me, the way I twitched when he hollowed his cheeks, the quiet noise I made when he pressed his tongue flat against the sensitive spot just under the head.

      “Christ—Patrick⁠—”

      One of his hands stayed wrapped around the base, the other settled on my thigh, pinning it open. I reached down and caught the back of his neck. He made a low sound around my cock and took me deeper—too deep. A rough, cracking noise caught in his throat. He pulled back just enough to breathe, eyes watering, then sank down again and kept going. 

      The wet noise of it filled the quiet room. My hips wanted to push up, but I kept them mostly still and let him set the pace. He pulled off with a soft release, a string of spit connecting his mouth to me for a second before it broke. He stroked me once with his spit-slick hand and looked up.

      “That?” he asked. His lips were red and wet and his eyes were glassy.

      I nodded hard.

      He snorted once and went back down, faster this time, sucking with clear intent. The tight heat of his throat closed around the head on every other stroke. I could feel myself getting close too soon and told him so, voice rough. He eased off, kissed the inside of my thigh, and stood just long enough to shove his own shorts down.

      His cock was thick and uncut. The foreskin was already drawn back enough that the head shone wet at the tip as he hardened fully into the skin. The same gold-red hair that crossed his chest continued in a line down his stomach. He climbed back onto the bed and settled over me, skin to skin. 

      We kissed again, open, messy, tasting of brick dust and each other. His cock slid against mine. I reached between us and took both of us in one hand as best I could. Patrick’s breath hitched. He thrust into the channel of my fist, the undersides of our cocks rubbing together, slick and hot.

      After a minute he pulled back just enough to speak against my mouth.

      “I want to fuck you.”

      Not a question, exactly. A statement of intent, waiting for the answering signal.

      I nodded.

      Patrick reached for the drawer of the nightstand like he already knew what would be there. He found the little plastic squeeze tube of lube. I heard the cap click. He slicked his fingers, then his cock, letting the excess drip onto the duvet. 

      He sat back on his heels between my legs, watching my face the whole time as he pressed two fingers inside, slow, steady, giving me time to open around him. When I nodded again he added a third. The stretch burned in the best way. I pushed down to meet it.

      “Ready,” I said.

      He hooked one of my legs over his elbow, lined himself up, and pushed in with the same certainty he had used for everything else. The thick head stretched me open. The rest of him followed in a long, continuous slide until his hips were flush against me.

      “Fuck—”

      For a moment the fullness was almost too much, pure pressure, the sharp edge of being taken. I breathed through it. Patrick held still, reading my face. Then the burn tipped over into heat, and the heat became pure sensation. I let out a long breath.

      “Okay.”

      He started to move.

      It was deep and steady at first. Every thrust dragged over a spot inside me that made my vision narrow. I gripped his shoulders hard enough to leave marks. Patrick’s mouth found the side of my neck, then my jaw, then my mouth again. 

      I could distantly hear the smack of the lube and the creak of the bed and the rough edge of his breathing. When he changed the angle slightly I made a broken noise I didn’t recognize. He locked onto it and kept hitting that spot until my cock was leaking steadily between us.

      He could tell I was right at the edge and not quite able to tip over. “Touch yourself,” he said against my ear, not a question. He had already seen the answer.

      I did. 

      Patrick shifted, wrapping one arm under my shoulders and hauling me tighter, cradled against him so there was almost no space left. He drove into me harder, deeper, the rhythm turning constant. The headboard knocked hard against the wall.

      Three more tight strokes and I was gone. I stiffened and came hard across my stomach and chest, clenching around him in waves. Patrick’s rhythm stuttered. He drove in deep twice more, then a third time, and held, pulsing inside me with a low, punched-out sound as he finished.

      We stayed locked together for a long minute afterward, sweat cooling on our skin, breathing into each other’s mouths. When he finally eased out I felt the warm slide of it. The sudden emptiness was confusing, half relief, half loss. I reached down without thinking and cupped the firm, slick length of him in my palm, as if to keep some part of it. Patrick made a soft sound and pressed his forehead to my temple.

      He dropped onto his side next to me. The late-afternoon light had gone softer against the wall. Downstairs the house remained perfectly quiet.

      Patrick reached over and dragged two fingers through the mess on my stomach, then brought them to his mouth without comment. I watched him do it and felt the last of the tension leave my body in a long exhale. He leaned in and kissed me, slow and open, so I could taste myself on his tongue.

      As he did, I reached down between my own legs. I was still slick and open. My fingers found the wet heat of where he had been, the evidence of him still there. 

      When we broke apart, neither of us spoke for a while. The anticipatory rule had done its work. There was nothing left that needed asking.
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      We lay there while the light on the wall went from gold to a thinner, cooler color. The mess on my stomach had started to cool. The duvet cover was twisted around us and covered in brick dust. Patrick’s breathing had slowed. Neither of us had moved to clean up yet. Downstairs the house stayed perfectly still. Upstairs the only sound was the occasional soft shift of the mattress when one of us adjusted.

      Patrick’s hand rested on my ribs, thumb moving in a small absent arc. I watched the ceiling and felt the ordinary facts of the afternoon rearrange themselves: the finished yard, the faculty dinner, the fact that this person was still in my bed.

      Patrick turned his head to look at me. “You’re quiet.”

      “I’m recalibrating,” I said. My voice was still a little raspy.

      He smiled, a small shifting of the corners of his mouth. He rolled onto his side, propping himself up on one elbow, and let his free hand rest heavy and warm flat against my stomach. He traced a lazy circle with his thumb.

      “Your parents are back at seven,” he murmured, glancing at the clock on my nightstand. It was a little after six. “We should probably strip the bed. Unless you want to explain the duvet to your mother.”

      “My mother doesn’t do my laundry. And she has a remarkable capacity for ignoring things that don’t fit her preferred narrative,” I said.

      Patrick paused his tracing. “Like the heritage project.”

      “Exactly.” I let out a long breath. “My parents are professional progressives. They vote the right way, they donate to the right causes, they use the correct terminology at faculty parties.”

      “But?”

      “When I came out to them senior year of high school, I thought it was going to be a non-event. A box to check. I half expected my mother to bake a cake with a rainbow flag on it.”

      Patrick’s hand stopped moving on my stomach. “But she didn’t.”

      “She had a highly specific, literary meltdown,” I said. “The thing you have to understand about my mother is that she’s a frustrated poet. Total ‘Shakespeare’s sister’ complex. She gave it up when she married my father, but she planned for a girl, to complete the version of her life that didn’t happen. Then I was… me. They tried again for a while. It never happened. So she recalibrated. The third bedroom became her office. She banked on eventually getting a daughter-in-law. Granddaughters. When I came out, she realized that was off the table too.”

      I felt him listen. Not the polite kind. The still kind.

      “She took it personally in a way I didn’t expect. Not the usual progressive disappointment. More like another door closing. No second chance at the female line she had pictured. She locked herself in her office for most of a day and wrote a poem.”

      Patrick’s thumb stayed still.

      “I found it later,” I said. “It took a little searching. On her desk. The last line was literally, Who will love you now?”

      The words sat in the quiet room for a moment. I could still see the handwriting, dark blue ink, slightly pressed into the page.

      “She was… acting out. She got over it,” I added. “It took a while. There were some very careful family dinners. A lot of pointed conversation about acceptance and how she just had to grieve the version of the story she had been telling herself. When she finally came around, she completely rewrote the history of her reaction. She bought PFLAG literature. She talked about my ‘journey’ to her friends. But I saw the mask slip. I saw the gap between the performance and the reality.”

      I reached up and dragged a hand through my hair. “That’s why this whole Shabbos goy, nineteenth-century Sabbath theater drives me insane. It’s just another set of rules she’s using to make the house look perfect from the outside, while she ignores whatever is actually happening inside it.”

      It was the deepest vulnerability I had offered anyone in years, and I suddenly felt incredibly exposed.

      Patrick didn’t say anything for a long moment. He just looked at me. Then he shifted his weight, leaned down, and pressed a firm, warm kiss to the center of my chest, right over my heart. He pulled back just enough to meet my eyes.

      “Well,” he said softly, his blue eyes dark and steady. “She’s a terrible poet.”

      A short, startled laugh escaped me. The tension in my shoulders loosened.

      He was quiet for another few seconds. Then, “For what it’s worth, people love you. Or they will. The poem was wrong.”

      I huffed a small breath. “You’re very certain for someone who met me over a thermostat.”

      “I’m good at noticing things.”

      The statement hung there. I turned my head on the pillow and looked at him properly, the damp gold-red hair at his temple, the ruddy cheeks, the easy seriousness he brought to everything, even this.

      Outside, a car door closed somewhere down the block. Not my parents yet. There was still time.

      Patrick reached over, found a discarded T-shirt on the floor, and cleaned us both up. When he was done he settled back beside me, closer than before. 

      The anticipatory rule had carried us all the way here. What remained was simply the two of us in a quiet room, with a finished yard downstairs and a poem that didn’t have to be the last word.
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      By the third week after the yard was finished, the private arrangement between us had settled into something almost routine. We were careful. The house remained the house. My parents remained oblivious.

      Since that Wednesday in my bedroom, a new, covert geography had established itself in the brownstone. If my parents were on campus, Patrick would let himself in the back door, shed his sneakers, and walk straight upstairs.

      We didn’t talk much about what we were doing, mostly because we were too busy doing it. He treated my body with the competence he applied to the wiring and the masonry. I was the academic who would die in the first wave of a zombie invasion. He was the guy who knew how everything was built, including me.

      But on Saturdays, we reset the board.

      Patrick arrived in time for the Saturday meal, still left his sneakers by the door, still adjusted the thermostat when the room grew warm, still managed the dining room lights, and still shifted the blinds as the afternoon sunlight changed, all without ever needing to be asked. He still stood in the kitchen in white socks while the afternoon quiet took over. The only real difference was that now, once my parents went upstairs to read, the quiet was ours in a different way.

      On this particular Saturday, the brisket was the same, the potatoes soft in the same way, the performance familiar. Patrick stood near the doorway with his usual easy posture. I felt him behind me with that animal  awareness that his eyes were on me. 

      I took a strange private glee in the fact that I knew the exact sound he made when he came, the catch in his breath, the way his eyebrows drew together, the flush that climbed his throat, and that no one else at the table had any idea.

      Toward the end of the meal, my mother set her napkin down with the decisiveness that meant an announcement was coming. Patrick was still in his usual spot near the doorway, perfectly playing the part of the respectful college hire.

      “Aunt Einan is confirmed,” she said. “Her flight lands at JFK on Friday. She has a layover before Miami, which means she will be joining us for Shabbat dinner.”

      My father made a low sound of acknowledgment and reached for the water. Patrick’s expression didn’t change. I kept mine carefully neutral.

      “We’ll need the house in proper order,” she continued. “The good china, the yard. Thankfully that’s already improved.” She turned her gaze to Patrick, momentarily registering him as a now necessary piece of household infrastructure. Her expression softened into the polite fondness she reserved for people she was paying. “Patrick, you’ve been a godsend these past few months. I would like to hire you for Friday evening as well, if you’re available.”

      “Of course, Mrs. Goldstein,” Patrick said. 

      “I’ll make a list. Temperature, lights, whatever she might notice. She’s very observant about details.” She let out a sigh of relief. “This will be such a help.”

      She turned then to my father and me, her voice dropping into a tighter register.

      “And it is everyone’s job,” she said, “to keep the conversation perfectly safe. Family, food, the garden. Do not bring up politics. Do not let the conversation stray. Are we clear?”

      My father nodded once. I said, “Clear.”

      Patrick was still standing near the doorway. She had not included him in the instruction. She didn’t need to. He wasn’t family. But of course he heard it. He wrote something in the notebook, face unchanged, and only after a moment asked, “Sundown is still around 7:40?”

      “7:42,” my mother said, already moving on. “Candles at 7:25. If you could be here by four.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      After lunch, the familiar sequence unfolded: upstairs floorboards, door click, the deep Sabbath quiet. I took off my yarmulke. Patrick was already in the kitchen, pouring water from the filtered pitcher that was, as usual, exactly as cold as I liked it. He handed me a glass without comment. We stood at the counter for a moment, listening to the house.

      “She’s really coming,” I said.

      “Sounds like it.”

      “She’s going to look at everything. Including you.”

      Patrick leaned his weight against the counter, close enough that I could feel the heat of him. “I’ve been looked at before.”

      “Not by her.”

      He considered that, then gave the small, asymmetrical grin I had come to know. “I’ll anticipate.”

      The word landed differently now. It carried the thermostat and the cold water and the way he had first kissed me without asking, and every time since. I drank the water and set the glass down.

      “She’s oblivious,” I said. “Completely. She just asked my… whatever you are… to help host her.”

      “Whatever I am,” he repeated, mildly amused.

      “Don’t start.”

      He reached out and brushed a crumb from the front of my shirt with the backs of his fingers, practical, and, with the house empty above us, a fraction less careful than usual. The same gesture he had used with the brick dust. His hand lingered long enough for me to feel the full weight of it.

      I let my own hand come up and rest over his.

      “I’ll be here Friday,” he said.

      “I know.”

      We leaned in and kissed, quiet, brief, breathy. When he drew back we stayed close, the Sabbath afternoon stretching out around us.

      Upstairs my parents napped, secure in the belief that the household was running as it should. Downstairs, the two of us stood in the quiet, already preparing for an audience that would see only the surface we chose to show them. 

      The performance was about to get more demanding. The private arrangement would have to run underneath it, invisible.
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      I had Patrick on his side. I braced one hand on the mattress beside his shoulder and gripped his hip with the other. I shoved his hamstrings wider with my thigh. He opened for me, slick and ready, and I pushed in with a long, steady thrust that made him drop his forehead toward the pillow and exhale hard.

      “Oh fuck.”

      The heat of him closed around me. I stayed deep for a second, letting him feel it, then started to move. My free hand ran over the front of him as I fucked him, the long plane of his waist, the gold-red hair across his chest, the solid give of muscle under skin I already knew.

      I anticipated. By then I knew his spots.

      I shifted my weight and pushed him down onto his belly, staying inside him as I did it. The new position gave a smoother, deeper slide. He took it, pushing back to meet each thrust, the muscles in his back shifting under the sheen of sweat. His forearms braced against the mattress, using the leverage to shove himself back onto me.

      When I changed the angle he made a broken sound and one knee drew up higher, giving me more of him.

      “Fuck—right there⁠—”

      I fucked him with all my weight, grinding in at the end of every stroke. The head of my cock hit the spot harder. Our legs tangled as we fought for leverage. He pushed back harder, almost frantic for it now.

      “Don’t stop. David—please⁠—”

      The please landed low and rough. I reached under him and wrapped my hand around his cock. He was leaking, hard and thick in my fist. I kept the angle he’d begged for and worked him as best I could in time with my thrusts, but mostly it was just my palm cradling him, giving him something to push into, until his breathing turned ragged and his hand fisted in the sheet.

      “I’m—”

      He came first, going stiff and spilling over my fingers and onto the bed with a low, drawn-out groan. His back and shoulders tensed under me. The way he clenched around me pulled me over right after. I drove in hard, held, and finished deep inside him, forehead pressed to the nape of his neck. When my eyes opened I could see where the red-gold hair blurred into the tan of his skin. I kissed him there, grinding through the last of the aftershocks inside him.

      As usual, neither of us moved. The only sound was breathing and the faint tick of the house. I eased out carefully. He made a quiet noise at the loss.

      I dropped onto my side next to him and he rolled enough to face me. His hair was darker with sweat. His cheeks were flushed and ruddy, making his eyebrows look more blond. The birthmark over his ribs rose and fell. He looked thoroughly fucked and completely at ease.

      I reached out and traced the edge of the birthmark with one finger, not quite thinking about it. Patrick watched me do it.

      “You’re staring,” he said.

      “Recalibrating.”

      He huffed a quiet laugh and dragged the flat of his hand down my chest, then lower, resting it on my cock. The touch was casual, proprietary, still a little sticky. We stayed like that for a while, the room cooling around us, the fact of him still here feeling larger than the sex itself.

      After a while he said, almost mildly, “You going to tell her?”

      I knew exactly which her he meant. The question sat in the warm, sex-heavy air between us.

      “You know what happened when I came out,” I said. “The poem. The locked door. The whole literary grief process. I’m not in a hurry to give her another narrative crisis.”

      Patrick’s thumb moved in a slow arc over my skin. He didn’t argue. He just waited.

      “She’d just… rewrite it” I added. “Make it into something she could manage. I’m not ready for that version yet.”

      “What did your father do? When you came out?” Patrick asked. “You never said.”

      I huffed a breath. “He asked if there was a book he should read.”

      Patrick stared at me for a second. Then we both laughed, short, loud, the tension breaking just enough.

      “Okay,” he said, still half-smiling. “Disaster first. I’m not going anywhere.”

      The last part landed quieter than the rest. I felt it settle.

      I reached down and found him still half-hard, slick from both of us. The foreskin had slipped partially forward again. When I closed my hand around him and stroked once, slow, it drew back and the head emerged, flushed a slightly lilac shade against the rest of him. His breath changed.

      “We’ve got at least an hour before anyone’s home,” I said.

      Patrick’s mouth curved. He pushed me onto my back with easy strength and settled between my legs. His eyes moved over me, chest, stomach, the flush still high on my face.

      “You’re really fucking hot like this,” he said, quiet. “You know that?”

      Something in my chest loosened at the baldness of it. I wasn’t used to being looked at that directly.

      “Show me,” I said.

      We kissed until he was hard. Hard enough. 

      He slicked himself and pushed into me slowly, letting me feel every inch. The stretch was fresh and sharp before it tipped into heat. Then he took both of my wrists in one hand and pinned them to the mattress above my head, holding me there so I couldn’t do anything but take it. 

      I locked my ankles at the small of his back and pulled him deeper anyway. We moved together without speaking for a long time, just breath and the soft creak of the bed and the smack of skin on skin. 

      When the angle was right I made a sound against his mouth, but  he kept it, steady and deep, until I was almost shaking under him.

      When I came again it was with my mouth open against his and his name shaped silently between us. He followed a minute later, buried to the hilt, forehead pressed to mine.

      Afterward we lay in the wrecked sheets, sweaty and quiet. Patrick’s hand rested on my stomach. Outside, the afternoon light had gone softer. 

      The private arrangement held for one more ordinary afternoon before the house filled up with an audience, less like a secret now, more like something that simply hadn’t been spoken aloud yet.
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      By Friday afternoon the brownstone felt like a museum that had been staged for a single important visitor. Surfaces had been cleared. The good china was out. In the little yard, my mother had insisted on string lights—warm white ones wound through the rose canes and along the fence—so that when Einan looked out the back window she would see intention rather than neglect. The brick we had reset caught the late light cleanly. One less thing to comment on.

      Aunt Einan sat directly across from me, smaller than I remembered. She could not have weighed more than ninety pounds in her dark Chanel suit, yet the posture alone made everyone else straighten by reflex. Her white hair was cut close. A white ruff at the collar. Pearls at her throat and a few rings as big as her knuckles. Eyes that conducted continuous inventory. She had already commented on the walkway mortar and the height of the hall mirror.

      My father, from the head of the table, said the blessing over the wine in his careful, slightly formal Hebrew. We answered where we were supposed to.

      Then came the ritual hand-washing and the mandatory silence that followed.

      For three agonizing minutes, the table sat in complete quiet. Einan did not look down. Her gaze moved from the slightly crooked table runner to my mother’s stiff shoulders and back again. The quiet held until my father broke the challah and said the blessing over the bread.

      We answered. The performance held.

      Einan ate the brisket, which my mother had anxiously bumped to the Friday night menu specifically for the occasion.

      Patrick stood in his usual place near the doorway. He was wearing dark jeans and a casual button-down with epaulets on the sleeves, the kind meant for rolling up, and a cotton tie that didn’t belong with the shirt that wasn’t meant for a tie at all. 

      He had already adjusted the heat and the lamps. The filtered water on the table was properly cold. He had not been asked to do any of it.

      “The brisket is done properly,” Einan announced, in a voice roughened by decades of cigarettes. “And the outdoor space is improved. I thought it had been abandoned.”

      My mother’s shoulders eased a fraction. “We’ve been working on it.”

      Einan’s gaze moved to me. “David. How much longer at university?”

      “I’ll be defending the dissertation next fall.”

      “On what?”

      “The evolution of the domestic novel in the nineteenth century.”

      She made a small sound that might have been interest or simply digestion. “Domestic novels. Tell me, what practical application does a PhD in domestic novels have in the modern world? What will you actually do?”

      “Teach,” my mother interjected quickly. “He’ll be a professor. It’s a very respected field.”

      Einan did not look at my mother. She stared at me for another second, letting the weight of her unimpressed silence press down, before her dark eyes shifted. She looked past me, past my mother, and stopped on the doorway.

      She put her wine glass down with a sharp clink.

      “I cannot digest properly,” she said, “with that boy hovering in the doorway. Why is he standing there?”

      My mother smiled too quickly. “That’s Patrick. He’s our… he helps out on Shabbat. To ensure everything runs smoothly with the house.”

      Einan’s eyes flicked to him, sharp and unsurprised. “I survived four wars and three husbands. I know what a Shabbos goy is. What I am asking is why he is standing in the hall when there is an empty chair next to David. Patrick, sit.”

      Before my mother could object, I was already out of my chair. I went to the sideboard, pulled a plate and silverware, and set them down in the empty space next to me.

      Patrick didn’t look at my mother for permission. He simply gave a polite nod. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      When he settled in the chair next to me, his knee came to rest against mine under the tablecloth. The contact was light but deliberate, and invisible to everyone else. I kept my face still.

      Einan turned her attention to him as if he had always been meant to sit at the table.

      “And what do you study, Patrick? Eat. Eat.”

      “Urban sociology,” Patrick answered smoothly, serving himself a piece of brisket.

      “Sociology,” Einan repeated, making the word sound like a minor character flaw. “And what does a sociologist do in the real world?”

      “Usually we watch people create very complicated rules for themselves, and then we watch them break them,” Patrick said. He took a bite of his dinner, swallowed, and added, “It’s a growth industry.”

      My wine glass froze somewhere near my mouth. Einan’s eyes narrowed, but the corner of her mouth twitched.

      “You should go to Israel,” she told him, with a wave of her bony fingers. “If you want to see complicated rules? Go to Jerusalem. Look at the architecture, look at the zoning maps. You must go. And when you do, you must stay at the King David Hotel. It is impossible to get a reservation, but I know the manager. I can get you into the David.”

      Patrick didn’t blink.

      “That’s very generous of you, ma’am,” he said, his lips pulled into that asymmetrical smile. “I would love to get into the David.”

      I choked on nothing, reached for my napkin, and dropped it to the floor so I could bend and hide whatever had just happened to my face. Under the table his knee pressed once, steadying, before the pressure eased.

      My mother, desperately trying to regain control of the table and completely missing the subtext, leaned forward with bright, panicked urgency.

      “Einan,” she announced loudly. “Jonathan was just telling me about a wonderful new commentary on the weekly Torah portion. Weren’t you, Jonathan?”

      “Rebecca, please,” Einan interrupted, not even looking at her. “I flew for fourteen hours. I do not want to discuss the weekly portion.”

      Patrick leaned his forearms on the table, resting his wrists on either side of his plate. He met Einan’s gaze with the same attentiveness he had once given my mother’s instructions.

      “I’ve always wanted to hear a firsthand account of the Six-Day War,” he said. “If you’re willing.”

      My parents froze.

      My mother’s face went carefully blank. My father’s hand stopped halfway to his water glass. The room became so quiet I could almost hear the Sabbath candles dripping wax onto the white tablecloth.

      Einan looked at Patrick for a long moment. She rested her napkin on the table and smiled.

      “I will tell you,” she said.
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      By the time Einan finished, we were in the living room. The good china coffee cups were empty, the remnants of the cake reduced to crumbs. 

      In the dining room, the Sabbath candles had burned down to low, uneven stubs, the wax pooling and hardening in irregular shapes on the white tablecloth. The rest of the house felt hushed, as if it had been listening too.

      She had spoken for a long time, clearly, without sentimentality and without interruption. 

      She would have been in her early twenties then. My age.

      “Everyone talks about the military,” Einan had said, her sharp eyes fixed on Patrick. “But the real discipline was in the neighborhoods. We drove the delivery trucks. We ran the bakeries. The rules of what was expected of us completely dissolved, and we rebuilt them in a day.”

      “Because the survival of the community suddenly required a completely different set of practical skills,” Patrick murmured, angled toward her in the living-room chair, his elbows on his knees. He gave her the same focus he gave to a thermostat or a line of heaved brick.

      “Exactly.” Einan pointed a finger at him. “You see the mechanics of it.”

      When she finally stopped, the silence that followed was different from the earlier stunned one. It was weary, but complete.

      The grandfather clock in the hall struck ten and the black town car arrived to take Einan to her hotel near JFK. 

      My mother was the first to move. She made a soft, hostess sound and began gathering the empty coffee cups, the way she always did when she needed the room to change temperature.

      We all moved to the foyer. My father opened the hall closet and retrieved Einan’s lightweight cashmere wrap. He held it for her with practiced deference. She slipped her arms into it, adjusting the cuffs with sharp, precise movements.

      “A wonderful evening, Aunt Einan,” my mother breathed. “We are so glad the layover allowed for it.”

      Einan gave her a brief, dismissive nod, then turned to my father. Something passed between them, small, practical, the quiet confirmation that the arrangement, and the financial support that came with it, would continue. Then she turned her heavy-lidded gaze to Patrick.

      “You will go to Jerusalem,” she instructed him. “And I will make the call to the King David for you.”

      “I will, ma’am,” Patrick said. “Thank you.”

      Einan nodded once. Then she turned to me. Her eyes dragged deliberately down my frame, over to Patrick, and then back to my face. The continuous inventory had reached its final calculation. She gave a single small nod. 

      “So,” she said, her voice loud and raspy in the quiet foyer. “How long have you two been together?”

      My father let out a sound like a punctured tire.

      “Aunt Einan,” my mother said. Her voice dropped into a slow, painfully gentle register, each word carefully articulated, the tone one might use to soothe a confused dementia patient. “Aunt Einan, no. Patrick is our Saturday boy. The Shabbos goy. He is an employee. David doesn’t—they aren’t⁠—”

      “Rebecca, please.” Einan gave a short, frustrated wave of her hand. “I have eyes in my head. Don’t treat me like a fool. It’s exhausting.” She looked back at me, her sharp jaw set. “Well, David?”

      I could see that she had studied the space between us, the residual awareness that still lived in the air even after weeks of careful performance. She had seen what my parents had managed not to.

      I looked at my mother, whose eyes were wide. Then I looked at Patrick.

      Patrick wasn’t panicked. He wasn’t even embarrassed. He just looked entirely at ease. He met my eyes, the corner of his mouth curving into a small, steadying smile. He didn’t speak. He just waited, giving me the room to decide what the narrative was going to be.

      I stepped closer to him. I reached out and took his hand.

      His fingers immediately closed around mine, anchoring me to the floorboards.

      “About a month, Aunt Einan,” I said, my voice remarkably steady.

      Einan looked at our joined hands, then let out a sharp, decisive bark of a laugh.

      “Good,” she said, pulling her gloves on. She looked me up and down one last time. “Good,” she repeated. “It is better when these things are not hidden. Hiding wastes time.”

      The driver appeared on the stoop almost at once, as if he had been waiting for the exact frequency of her voice. My father stepped forward and pulled the door open for her. She permitted it. At the threshold he bent and gave her a brief, careful hug and she accepted it without fuss.

      She looked back at my mother and at me.

      “The boy is useful,” Einan said. “Good shoulders. Try not to ruin things. I’ll be back in the fall.”

      Then she turned. The driver offered his arm and she took it without looking at him. She went down the steps with the same economy she brought to her visit. The car door shut, and the town car pulled out into the street and was gone.

      My father closed the front door. The brownstone settled into the peculiar stillness that follows the exit of a high-pressure system.

      My mother stood in the hallway, her  hands looking for something to do, her face carefully blank. “Well.”

      She turned and went into the dining room. My father followed her.

      Patrick and I remained in the foyer. Our hands were still joined.

      “Disaster survived,” he said quietly.

      “That one,” I said. “On to the next.”

      The private arrangement had just been seen, named, and given a kind of economical blessing by the one person in the family who did not traffic in veneer.

      Outside, the string lights in the little yard were still on, warm and deliberate against the dark. One less thing. 

      Everything else had just become more complicated, and somehow simpler, at the same time.
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      Patrick and I glanced down at our joined hands, then at each other. The look was brief and steady, checking, not asking. I gave the smallest nod. We let go at the same time and followed my parents into the dining room.

      My mother did what she always did when the emotional temperature of a room became unmanageable: she turned to the practical.

      “The table,” she said. “We should clear the rest. Stack what’s left in the kitchen for tomorrow.”

      The Sabbath candles had gone out. Only the irregular shapes of hardened wax remained on the tablecloth.

      In the living room the coffee cups and the last of the cake plates still waited. Patrick began gathering them without being asked. I took the water glasses and the cups. 

      My father collected the serving dishes. My mother set the used napkins aside and folded the table runner with more precision than the task required. We carried everything through to the kitchen in a loose, quiet procession and began stacking it neatly on the counter for the morning.

      The ordinary work of putting the house back together gave everyone somewhere to look that was not each other.

      In the kitchen, my father said, almost mildly, “She’s gone. We can stop performing for the furniture.”

      My mother gave him a look that was half gratitude and half reproach. She smoothed the front of her blouse, the old automatic gesture, and then, carefully, she addressed Patrick.

      “Thank you for your help this evening. With the house. And… the rest.”

      It was as close as she could come, for now, to acknowledging what Einan had forced into the open. Not a blessing. Not a confrontation. A controlled, incomplete sentence that left room for everyone to keep their dignity.

      “You’re welcome, Mrs. Goldstein,” Patrick said. No extra warmth, no apology, no triumph. Just the same steady presence he had brought to the thermostat and the bricks.

      She nodded once. Then, still looking at the stack of plates, she said, “A month.”

      The words were quiet, almost testing.

      “David, how could you not tell us?”

      It wasn’t pure accusation. It was closer to genuine bewilderment edged with hurt. The sound of someone discovering that the carefully managed surface of her household had contained a whole private story she had not been shown.

      I set the last glass down. “I didn’t know how to put it into the performance,” I said. “And I didn’t want another poem.”

      She flinched, very slightly, at that. My father rested a hand on her shoulder.

      “Leave it,” he said.

      She drew a breath, still looking at the plates. “Jonathan, we can’t just⁠—”

      “I said leave it.” He was firmer now. “It’s late. We’re all tired. That’s enough.”

      She looked at him, then at me, then at Patrick, and for a moment the full weight of the evening sat on her face—Einan’s sharpness, the hand-holding in the foyer, the month she had not been told. Then she smoothed her blouse again and turned toward the stairs.

      My father followed. On the way up he put a hand on the small of her back, a quiet sign of affection. On the landing he paused just long enough to glance back at us and give a small, tired shrug that meant something like I see it, and I’m not going to make a speech about it. Then he continued up.

      The second-floor door closed. The house settled into its deeper quiet.

      Patrick and I remained in the kitchen. The stacked plates and glasses waited for morning. Outside, the string lights in the little yard were still on.

      I turned to him.

      “Well,” I said, aiming for lightness and only half succeeding, “since the disaster has been officially survived and the reviews are in, you might as well stay the night. Save yourself the walk.”

      Patrick studied my face for a second, reading it the way he had always read the room. The asymmetrical smile appeared, then faded.

      “Ask again,” he said. “Without the joke.”

      I held his gaze. The old rule was still there: notice, anticipate, act without being asked. But he was refusing to do it for me this time. I had to say it.

      “I, David Goldstein, am asking you, Patrick Donovan, to spend the night. Sleep in my bed. Wake up next to me. Stay the night.”

      He nodded once.

      “All right,” he said.

      We turned off the last of the downstairs lamps together, including the switch for the string lights. The brownstone, no longer a museum and not yet anything else, held the two of us as we went up the narrow stairs.

      The private arrangement had survived the audience. Now it would have to survive the ordinary act of remaining.
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      Patrick undressed me the way he did most things, without hurry, with full attention. Shirt first, then the rest, his hands mapping skin his fingers already knew. I did the same to him. When I got the button-down off I held it up for a second, the cotton tie still looped through the collar.

      “This shirt is entirely wrong for a tie,” I said. “Maybe you just shouldn’t wear clothes at all.”

      He huffed a quiet laugh and pulled me in.

      When we were both bare he walked me backward until my legs hit the bed and we went down together. The familiar creak of the mattress sounded louder in a house that now knew, at least in part, what we were.

      There was no pretense of quiet experimentation left. He kissed me like someone who had already been given permission and intended to use it thoroughly. I opened for him. His mouth moved down my throat, across my chest, lingering on the places that made my breath change. When he took my cock into his mouth I was already hard. The wet heat of it pulled a low sound out of me that I didn’t bother to muffle.

      He sucked me with his same focused competence, steady, attentive, adjusting when my hips twitched or my hand tightened in his hair. I watched the gold-red crown of his head between my legs and felt the last of the evening’s performance fall away. When I got close I warned him, voice rough.

      “Patrick—”

      He only took me deeper and held me there until I was at the edge, then pulled off. He wiped his lower lip with the back of his hand, and started to climb back up.

      I stopped him.

      “My turn.”

      I pushed him onto his back and took him in. He was already hard, the foreskin slipped back, the head flushed that slightly lilac shade. I worked him with my tongue, with pressure and the slow slide of my mouth, until his hand settled in my hair and his breath turned rough. When he got close I eased off and stroked him once, slick.

      Patrick’s voice was low. “Do you want to fuck me?”

      I did. I wanted to bury myself in him, and make him make the secret sounds only I knew. 

      But I wanted more to have him inside me. I wanted the night driven out of my head.

      “Not yet,” I answered. “I want you to fuck me.”

      He nodded, reaching for the lube.

      I rolled onto my side, facing the bedroom door, and pulled one knee up. Patrick moved in behind me, chest to my back, one arm under my neck, the other hand slick and careful as he opened me. Two fingers, then three. I was impatient with it.

      “I’m ready,” I said, not only asking for what I wanted but demanding it.

      He replaced his fingers with his cock and pushed in with one long, continuous stroke until his hips were flush against me. We both went still for a second. The fullness was complete. Then he pulled back and thrust in again.

      It was deeper and less restrained than before. The knowledge that the house was no longer entirely oblivious, that we were staying the night, that Einan had looked at us and refused the cover story, all of it sat under the physical fact of him fucking me. 

      I reached back and gripped his hip, pulling him in. Patrick’s breath was rough against the back of my neck. One hand held me steady across the chest, the other braced on the mattress.

      “Quiet,” he murmured, though neither of us had been loud. “You get loud when it’s good.”

      “Then make it good,” I challenged him.

      He did. He adjusted the angle and kept hitting the place that curled my toes and blurred my vision, steady and relentless, until I was shaking against him. The headboard knocked against the wall. Somewhere in the house a floorboard settled. Neither of us stopped.

      “Cum for me,” he muttered.

      I did, clenching around him in waves, spilling onto the sheets. He didn’t stop. He fucked me through it and past it, and the oversensitive edge tipped into a second, smaller, milky release that left me gasping. Only then did his rhythm break. He drove in deep, held, and came with a low, punched-out groan, forehead pressed between my shoulder blades.

      We stayed locked together until our breathing slowed. When he finally eased out I felt the warm slide of it against my thigh.

      We collapsed onto the wrecked sheets, sweaty and close. Patrick’s arm settled heavy across my waist. Outside, the brownstone was quiet. Upstairs, or down the hall, my parents were presumably asleep or at least choosing not to hear.

      After a while I spoke into the dark, voice low.

      “I can’t tell if I came twice or if that was just a second wave of the first.”

      Patrick’s hand moved in a slow arc over my stomach. “Does it matter?”

      “I’m collecting data.”

      He made a quiet sound against my shoulder. “Very rigorous.”

      “They’re going to have to get used to this,” I said.

      “Are you?”

      “Running the numbers.”

      “Good,” he said. “We’ve got all night.”

      We lay there longer than we needed to. The room cooled. I could feel his breathing even out against my back. 

      The anticipatory rule had started as a household joke, then become the way we touched each other. 

      Lying there with his arm around me, it occurred to me that it might also just be what love looked like: paying attention, noticing what was needed and doing it without being asked. 

      The thought was too large for the middle of the night. I let it sit anyway.

      I reached down and found him still slick, already beginning to thicken again under my hand. He made a soft, surprised sound that turned into a quiet laugh against my skin.

      “Already?”

      “You started it,” I said.

      He rolled me onto my back this time and settled between my legs, face to face, slower, watching my expression the whole way. 

      We moved together without urgency, just breath and the soft creak of the bed and the heat of skin on skin, until he finished once more and we lay spent in the wrecked sheets.
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      We came back from synagogue a little after twelve-thirty. The morning had passed in the usual sequence, the service, the walk home, the particular quiet that always settled afterward, with the new fact of Patrick present in the air and entirely undiscussed. No one had raised it. The performance had simply absorbed one more thing and kept moving.

      Patrick was there, in his usual place near the dining-room doorway. He was wearing one of my T-shirts, tighter on him, a little taut across the shoulders, and a pair of my dark socks. He had left his sneakers by the door the night before. 

      The thermostat had already been adjusted. The filtered water was on the table, properly cold. The Friday-night dishes had been dealt with as far as the rules allowed. The rest waited in neat stacks for after sundown.

      After the brisket with Aunt Einan the night before, the Saturday meal was lighter by design. On the sideboard he had set out platters of sandwiches and two simple salads, practical, already arranged, nothing that required performance.

      It was completely absurd. The rules were gone, the secret was out, and he had literally woken up in my bed that morning. But he had walked downstairs, checked the thermostat, put out lunch, and taken up his post as though Aunt Einan’s visit had never happened.

      I sat at the table, acutely aware of him standing there.

      Patrick shifted his weight. A floorboard creaked.

      My mother sat down and set her hands on the table. She didn’t look defeated, and she didn’t look like she was gearing up for a dramatic performance. She just looked like a woman who had realized the current arrangement was fundamentally illogical and was correcting it the same way she corrected a syllabus.

      “Patrick,” she said, her voice perfectly even, “what are you doing over there? Come sit down.”

      As if it should already have been obvious.

      Patrick blinked. “Mrs. Goldstein?”

      My father was already on his feet. He laid a place setting—plate, napkin, water glass—at the empty spot beside me without comment.

      My mother tapped the chair once, lightly.

      “Here.”

      Not dramatically. Not in surrender. Simply as if this were the next practical step.

      Patrick still hesitated, just for a second, then pulled out the chair and sat.

      My mother glanced toward the edge of the table between us. I understood.

      I pulled open the small drawer set into the side of the table, the one that held spare napkins and the guest yarmulkes, took one out, and held it up for him.

      He set it on his head, then frowned slightly and shifted it, then shifted it again. The tip of his tongue appeared between his lips the same way it had when he first underlined anticipate in the notebook. 

      I knew the tell. He was concentrating, trying to get something right.

      I reached up and settled the yarmulke for him, straight and secure. He went still and let me.

      “Thank you,” he said, quieter than usual.

      Before my father could even reach for the silver Kiddush cup, I noticed Patrick had already set it exactly by my father’s right hand. Just one more quiet anticipation.

      My father picked it up and chanted the brief daytime blessing over the wine. Then he said the blessing over the sandwiches themselves, since that was the bread we had. 

      Patrick had heard the blessings enough times by now to know when to answer. We did. The performance held, expanded by one.

      My mother unfolded her own napkin, glanced at the platters, and said to Patrick, “I’m sorry it’s only sandwiches and salads. With the visit last night⁠—”

      “It’s perfect, Mrs. Goldstein,” Patrick said, easy and sincere. “You didn’t need to do more.”

      She nodded once, the same way she nodded at a competent student, then asked, in her ordinary academic voice, “What are you reading these days, Patrick? In your seminars.”

      For a second, watching her listen the way she listened to a promising student, I thought she looked almost beautiful. The thought arrived without permission and sat there beside everything else I knew about her.

      “It’s urban sociology,” he said. “Informal infrastructure this week. How older neighborhoods invent their own systems when the official ones stop working. Alleys, shared meters, that kind of thing.” He reached for the water pitcher and filled my mother’s glass before his own. “It’s basically people doing for themselves what the city forgets to provide.”

      My mother nodded once. “That sounds useful.”

      My father, who had begun passing the sandwiches, added without looking up, “Is there a good introduction to that? Something readable.” He set the platter within Patrick’s reach. “Help yourself.”

      Under the table Patrick’s knee found mine and rested there, light and deliberate.

      The lunch proceeded.

      The house, for once, did not feel like it was holding its breath. 

      The new rhythm was imperfect and slightly formal but entirely real, with Patrick at the table in a yarmulke and my borrowed shirt, answering ordinary questions, my mother choosing competence over theater, my father making room in his own quiet way, and me sitting beside the person who had once stood in the doorway with a notebook, writing anticipate in careful letters.

      I could feel my mother’s narrative rewriting itself, as if this had always been the plan and the intended outcome.

      The real Saturday Boy sat at our table, yarmulke and all, and for the first time the role and the person were allowed to occupy the same chair. Still a performance, and also, finally, something closer to true.

      Patrick caught me looking and raised an eyebrow a fraction. I shook my head once, small. Not recalibrating. Just seeing.

      The afternoon would lengthen. The quiet would come. The private arrangement would continue, less hidden than before. And the household, in its imperfect, theatrical, slowly adjusting way, would make room.

      One less thing to pretend.

      Everything else, at last, could remain.
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      You can download my library of free stories, writing as both Joseph Mercury and Boy Mercury X, at www.josephmercury.com

      Thank you for reading.
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